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The death of Bryden Thomson on 14 November 1991 was
a painful blow to music. He was 63.

Undoubtedly, one of the most able conductors of his time,
he possessed many qualities which, because of his inherent
modesty, may not be fully recognised. He always spoke of
getting to know the music, which statement belied his
evident understanding of it; he believed that he was the
servant of the music never suggesting that he could add
anything that was not already implicit.

Indeed, he was not concerned with his personal
advancement – only to realise faithfully each composer’s
wishes. Into his conducting he brought his conviction that
the correct tempo was the key to a worthy performance and
this made for one of his greatest qualities, namely the ability
to ensure the most perfect clarity of orchestral texture, a
phenomenal gift that is rare to the point of uniqueness.
Among his other many splendid attributes was that he was
probably the best orchestral accompanist Britain has ever

produced. This was fostered by his conducting of the Royal Ballet on tour for 18 months in the early
1960s and his natural gift for identifying with other performers which was another part of the
fundamental goodness of his character.

Born in Ayr on 26 July 1928, he took up the violin and the cello. At the age of 15 he won a piano
scholarship to the Royal Scottish Academy of Music in Glasgow and won almost every prize. But
after six weeks there, he was called up for National Service in the Highland Light Infantry and he
was the pianist in their band. He also taught himself the clarinet by reading a clarinet tutor. Back at
the Academy, he played the cello in the orchestra.

He furthered his studies in Hamburg studying conducting with Hans Schmidt-Isserstedt and Igor
Markevitch.

On his return to Scotland, he taught music in schools and then became deputy to Ian Whyte, conductor
of the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra. He was now thirty years old. Four years later, he was
conductor to the Norwegian Opera and developed his interest in the Scandinavian repertoire. In
1966, he was appointed associate conductor of the Scottish National Orchestra.

Two years later, he was appointed principal conductor of the BBC Northern Orchestra and it was he
who so built up the orchestra as to establish its claim to a new title, the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra.
Clearly under his five-year conductorship, the orchestra widened both its repertoire and ability. From
1977 to 1985, he was music director of the Ulster Orchestra, an orchestra then almost completely
unknown. As with the orchestra in Manchester, he built up this body into the highly professional and
universally recognised orchestra it now is. For a year he was with the BBC Welsh Symphony Orchestra
and between 1984 and 1987 conducted the Radio Telefis Eirann Symphony Orchestra in Dublin. It is
entirely due to ‘Jack’ Thomson that this orchestra too became such a magnificent group of players.
He introduced to Dublin all the symphonies of Beethoven, Sibelius, Bruckner, Nielsen and Dvorak.
He also performed works by Irish composers such as Gerard Victory, Aloys Fleischmann and James
Wilson; when in Cardiff he had similarly given works by such composers as David Wynne, Alun



Hoddinott and a memorable cycle of all the symphonies by Daniel Jones.

He broadcast all the Dvorak symphonies for the BBC and there was a possibility that he might record
them for Chandos. In his marvellous performances, he brought out detail and made the works fresh.
He had a natural feel for this music. With the BBC Welsh Orchestra and Chorus he gave an exemplary
performance of Dvorak's Te Deum in Cardiff in 1990.

Another Czech composer that he championed was Martinu and he recorded all of his six symphonies
and brilliantly. The scherzo of the First Symphony is astonishing and, in fact, his understanding of
the music is obvious as it was in Smetena's Symphonic Poems.

He conducted works by Grace Williams and Alun Hoddinott including premieres. He also worked on
scores by Graham Whettham and once conducted the Halle Orchestra and Johann Strauss!

I saw him at rehearsals and concerts and he was so thorough and direct. He knew every player by
name and was always encouraging and gave praise freely without being mawkish.

He was a splendid conductor. David Ellis called him 'a very good technician who knew exactly what
he wanted and how to achieve it. He did not waste time, not his own or the orchestras. He knew every
score and there was no flannelling'.

Someone called him the conductor of rare expertise.

It is his legacy of recordings for Chandos which will enable people to value the work of this superlative
conductor. He recorded all the Bax symphonies with the London Philharmonic, apart from No. 4
which he recorded with the Ulster Orchestra. With this now highly-polished Belfast orchestra he
recorded the works of Hamilton Harty. With the LSO, he recorded the nine symphonies of Vaughan
Williams which have deservedly won critical acclaim. His Elgar recordings have caused Elgar-haters
to listen with interest; his Walton performances are as good as one could ever expect.

He was the finest orchestral conductor and soloists loved him. There is the famous story of the
pianist Shura Cherkassy who was unpredictable in his playing always trying to outdo his conductor.
"Following Shura was like trying to catch a rice pudding in a tennis racket,' explained Jack.

For several years he was the conductor in the finals of the Young Musician of the Year and the
finalists I have spoke to all agree that he was not only a fine conductor and instilled confidence in
them.

As a conductor, he believed that he had to realise as near as possible what the composer wrote. When
he was conducting a ballet in Scandinavia he had verbal clashes with Nureyev who complained
about Thomson's tempi. Eventually Thomson replied, ' That is how the music is written, and if you
can't dance to it you shouldn't be dancing.'

Jack developed a passion for golf. If there was a choice of concerts for him to conduct he would
choose the venue nearest a golf course. It was at one such freelance venue that he met Brian Couzens,
managing director of Chandos and which led to many recordings for that label. This was probably in
1977 when Chandos were concentrating on brass band recordings and Jack was the guest conductor
of the Grimethorpe Colliery Band.

The BBC Welsh Orchestra was under treat of being axed and Bryden was appointed to that orchestra
in 1979, the orchestra being saved by a rescue with the Welsh Arts Council. The orchestra expanded
into 88 members and Jack planned the programmes and did not follow a set of preordained programmes.
The Welsh loved him. He was a man of economic gestures and he was not verbose. The orchestra saw
in him a conductor of unsullied professionalism. He was also a man of sincerity and honesty.



From 1984 to 1986 he was in Dublin with the RTE Orchestra and found a friend in Gerard Victory a
splendid musician and one time director of RTE, from 1967 to his retirement. In fact, they were both
in the same hospital at one time.

By 1988 Jack was back in Scotland as director of the Scottish National Orchestra now called the
Royal Scottish Orchestra. He also built this orchestra up into a first class ensemble.

One of his many endearing features was that at the end of each performance he would invariably
acclaim the orchestra first and if there was a soloist honour that performer before taking a bow
himself.

When he was greeted with enthusiastic applause he would sometimes hold up the score before the
audience which reminded the audience of the person most worthy of that applause.

He was a humble man. In fact, it is true to say that he care more about music than he did himself.

Jack knew what he wanted from orchestras. This occasionally brought him into conflict with some
individuals and administrators, earning him a reputation for being peppery. But all this was worth
while, as can be measured by the results. His recordings of the Nielsen and Martinu symphonies have
opened a new and exciting world for so many, and that, in itself, is evidence of the debt of gratitude
we all owe this devoted servant of music.

Daniel Jones's had all his symphonies conducted by Jack and Jones wrote, " He gave every detail,
honoured every phrase, every crescendo and diminuendo, every accent and staccato. No one could
have been more attentive or give as good performances as he did.'

Gerard Victory, composer and director of music at RTE, " Bryden never gave just an adequate
performance and was incapable of a poor one. His performances were always the very best. He had a
wonderful ear. When he was conducting you could always hear the second trumpet and the violas.
His performances of my work were always of a superlative standard.'

This statement stems from one incident that troubled Bryden. He was asked to premiere James Wilson's
Music for Castletown but the performance was brought forward a week and there was a lack of
rehearsal time. Jack wanted to withdraw the performance but he was over ruled. The performance
was good but could have been better.

He gave the first British performance of Myaskovsky's Symphony no 1 in C minor and this was
broadcast.

I recall Sir Arthur Bliss talking to me about a new orchestral work of his. He said that he did not mind
who premiered it as long as it was not Barbirolli but, if he had the choice, it would be Bryden Thomson.

Jack did have some difficulty with music administrators who did not understand the putting together
of any concert and some administrators and executives were not musicians but stated that they knew
best.

Thomson wanted to perform John Veale's Symphony no. 2 and the BBC Controller of Music, William
Glock, happily gave the go ahead but was over ruled by his bosses. See my articles on Glock.

Soloists who worked with Jack speak well of him but these soloists do not have the same praise for
some other conductors. Lydia Mordkovitch recorded many concertos with him and said he was always
positive, helpful and also understood the solo line and soloists's needs.

With the BBC Welsh Symphony he performed the Vagn Holmboe symphonies and I sent copies of



the recordings to the composer in Denmark. He was on the telephone to me straightaway absolutely
delighted with the performances and, as a thank you, sent me a score of his brilliant Symphony no. 5.

At the opening of the new concert hall in Glasgow, Jack premiered Thomas Wilson's Carillon and
when the composer walked on to the stage you could see his approval. Wilson wrote to me, ' Could
not have been better. He is the finest of our conductors.'

The premiere of Christopher Steel's Fifth Symphony was
given to Jack Thomson and its many difficulties presented
no problems to this conductor. One could tell many factual
stories of conductors who demanded composers change
parts in their respective scores because the conductor was
inadequate.

Mahler's Tenth Symphony was said to be completed by
Deryck Cooke. What is not known is that Thomson
contributed substantially to this project as did David and
Colin Matthews and Berthold Goldschmidt who premiered
it at a Prom in 1964. Thomson conducted it with the BBC
Northern Orchestra in January 1975.

There were some who said that his performances were very
slightly on the slow side, but you could hear every part and
every detail. This observation loses its significance when
you hear Thomson conducting Dvorak's Carnival Overture.
The excitement is almost too much.

Jack was not a blotting paper conductor. He did not copy
others or remain in the usual rut of the accepted performance
of any work. Take Sibelius's Finlandia and how well he

realised it. No wallowing sentiment but an accurate reading of the score and, consequently, the work
emerges not as a hackneyed classic but as a fresh work of tremendous conviction. He conducted the
LSO, the LPO and many orchestras all over the world.

Colin Scott-Sutherland is the expert on Bax.

He has most recordings of Bax's works and has heard all performances by the various conductors with the
scores before him. He writes, 'Thomson's performances are definitive. He adhere to the scores and take no
liberties or indulges in any licence. No other performances comes anywhere near his.'

In the last months of his life Jack was set to complete his recordings of Walton's works working on
the Violin Concerto. He was also studying Ravel's La Valse. Even a few days before his death he was
working hard but it was clear that he was very ill with cancer. He died on 14 November 1991.

His widow, Mary Ellison Thomson set up the Bryden Thomson Trust in September 2008 opportunities
for young conductors. The National Library of Ireland in Dublin have his scores with his notes
which will greatly help young conductors and other interested parties. Mrs Thomson donated these
in 2003.

It is strange that on the day after his death the BBC had scheduled his recording of Bax's Cortege. It
was poignant and many of us shed a tear, unashamedly.

He was the best. His like will not be seen again.
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