
20 – January 2018 
 
Here we are – New Year 2018, and this blog has survived long enough to achieve its 20th edition… 

Gawd, are we really into 2018 already? Look at the piccy Susie took from our bedroom window - the 
angle of the early morning sun sideswiping the plane trees reminds me that we are indeed, and that 
I’d better finish my cuppa, move myself out of bed, and start planning the musical year.  

Everyone’s been grabbing the last chance of the 1914-18 war for what it’s worth in terms of 
programming possibilities. Instead, researching composers the anniversaries of whose birth or death 
Ristretto might usefully celebrate this year, I hit straightaway on Claude Debussy (d 1918).  

Trouble is, we do his Trois Chansons de Charles d’Orléans frequently, almost to death you might say. 
No harm in resurrecting them I suppose as they’re very good pieces. But, Debussy aside, the 
remaining likely candidates for 2018 anniversary composers aren’t terribly appetising, at least from 
the Ristretto point of view viz, Bernstein, Gounod, Bernd Alois Zimmermann…. 

Much as I adore, worship, idolise West Side Story, I admit to finding Bernstein’s classical 
compositions a touch self-regarding (like Mahler’s, except that Bernstein’s no Mahler), 

implausibly slick and ideologically corny. There’s always some pretentious message or other. The 
”fun” rhythmic complexities, supposedly jazz-inspired, make for unfunny difficulties as I well 
remember from conducting the Serenade, which despite the title is a concerto in disguise. Subtitled 
“after Plato’s Symposium” it’s a shoo-in for Private Eye Pseud’s Corner. Probably I should have 
waggled my hips a bit more like the - er - ambivalent Lenny. Anyway, written for violin solo, string 
orchestra, harp and percussion, Serenade has its moments… but…. the composer was essentially a 
Broadway guy, plus being a superb natural conductor. Should’ve stuck to his God-given talents. 

Gounod? Love his operas, especially Mireille, but his a cappella choral music is virtually non-existent, 
and the organ-accompanied stuff evokes nothing if not wailing French amateur choirs. Aaargh!  

(By the way, we were actually down to do the original version of Gounod’s Faust at Wexford this 
year, but I managed to talk David out of it. Yeeaaay! Well, at least I did express my [solicited] 
opinion, and sure enough, Faust, version originale was very soon taken off the menu. I’m positive 
Gounod would have been pleased, as his second thoughts were certainly an improvement on the 
first.) 
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Back to the task in hand : the last anniversary composer on the list was Zimmermann – he’d be 
interesting, but everything of his needs a whopping orchestra and we’re strapped for cash. 

Strapped for cash – yep, business as usual - that’s why I’m slogging away making my own edition of 
the 14th century Messe de Tournai for the Ristretto Summer Academy 2018. 

Well before computers became de rigeur I took palaeography as a special paper at Oxford – still have 
my trusty Apel The Notation of Polyphonic Music 900-1600 at my bedside. (Bollocks, Girdlestone – 
you haven’t opened that portentous tome since 1967. Not that you consulted it a great deal at 
Oxford either…too much like hard going. Phew!) 

And, talking of computers, my buddy John Taylor from the Schola Cantorum showed me the 
computer in the Oxford offices of the Potato Marketing Board where he worked. Filling an entire 
room with what looked like reel-to-reel tape recorders, it whirred dramatically into life and played 
When the Saints go marching in, but was apparently capable of doing  little else constructive. That 
was in 1966. 

Moving up or back a few centuries, if you’ve been watching Victoria – the ITV series (Queen, not 
Beckham) – you’ll know that she was the first monarch to reside in Buckingham Palace. That 
distinguished pile underwent a variety of name-changes. Those that stick in the mind are 
Buckingham House and The Queen’s House - but never camp old Buck House, as far as I know. 

This is not a history lesson. I’m merely observing that considerable time, money, and effort was 
invested in the making of the Victoria series : an apparently serious attempt to ensure historical 
accuracy and evoke the period in graphic detail, from palatial opulence down to abject poverty.  

Utterly pointless bothering making it look right though, if it sounds like Sky News. And don’t 
even talk to me about the Victoria theme music – Mediaval Baebes retching down the John,  
Allelooooya!   

Sew terribly enechronistic! We were not amused. 

How did we manage before computers? 
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Speech-wise, too, the accents and inflections are mostly awry - millenium media passe-partout. 
Except for some of the more seasoned actors and Tom Hughes ez Printz Elbert, who looks a bit 
vacant but whose Cherman ektzent at least sounded moderately plausible to my ears. 

 

 

 

 

 

To please her husband over Christmas, Vicky sings The Holly and the Ivy, but - historically informed 
candles and furnishings notwithstanding - delivers it in a fully up-to-date Britain’s got Talent whine. 
Gimme a break…  

Not only that – stand by your beds – but she sings Thee holly etc, when surely the definite article 
followed by a consonant is (and presumably was in Victoria’s time) pronounced thuh – duh – and she 
follows that with a clunking glottal stop on “ivy” where pronouncing “the” as “thee” was designed 
largely to obviate that ungainly necessity.  

Interestingly enough though, she nails the authentic words of Wadsworth’s second line “Now are 
both well grown, as opposed to the “full grown” with which we all familiar, but then ruins the effect  
by singing “chrees” instead of “trees”. (Full groan…..) 

In the TV series she sings the carol melody to please Albert whilst still a very young monarch (above), 
both of them sitting youthfully and perkily upright. They should really have adopted more supine, 
reposeful positions in the interests of authenticity though. Look, here’s the chronology, backwards :- 

                                                     1911  Carol first published in Sharp’s English Folk-
Carols collection. 

1909   Cecil Sharp collects the melody, 
having heard it sung by Mrs Mary 
Clayton at Chipping Camden.  

1901  Queen Victoria dies   

1836  Prince Albert dies. 

   

2017 Oh shit……                                                                                                         
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The melody that should have been used for the TV is that of an old French carol which was almost 
certainly the current fave during their time :- 

 

NB if you really screw up your eyes you’ll catch the use of both “full” and “well” in the second line… 

 

 

 

 

Here’s a broadside of the words published by 
Wadsworth in 1818 which suggests that jolly old ITV at 
least managed to get one thing right. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hot tip : Spare your bucks folks. If pompous pedantry’s what you’re after, rather than rushing out to 
buy a copy of Willi Apel’s The Notation of Polyphonic Music 900-1600  just read this blog – it’s free!! 
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The seasonal talk of things wintry, plus of course having recently worked with Norwegian soprano 
Lise Davidsen at Wexford, evokes pleasant memories of our time spent in Norway 1986/88. I was a 
repetiteur at Den Norske Opera during that time, while Susie was busy doing pedicure work - not a 
bad branch of business for an ex ballet dancer. As you can probably imagine, walking around in 
heavy boots for the best part of seven months does wonders for the feet! 

Seven months? Well, yes – our first winter there got well under way by mid-October and continued 
through relentlessly to mid-May. Seven months, of which six were under snow. Not that the sun 
didn’t shine. Despite the fact that in late December the first vestiges of daylight filtered through at 
9h30, and by 15h30 the last rays of sun had disappeared below the horizon, that six-hour window of 
opportunity was generally filled with glorious, sparkling radiance. Picture postcard stuff. 

 

 

  

Cross-country. We could do it right from our front door – frozen lakes and forests all round us in 
Asker, a 10 min. walk to the fjord and a half-hour train ride from Oslo where we both worked. The 
trip into town was spectacular and the 8h30 train arrived at the station at 8h30, regardless of how 
many feet of snow had fallen overnight. 

Temperatures could plummet ferociously though. One Sunday morning we received a phone call 
from our landlord saying we absolutely had to come with him to see the ice formations on 
Semsvannet, next to Skaugumsåsen - the Royal Family’s out-of-town residence down the road from 

where we lived. 

What you’re looking 
at on the left is a 
waterfall. 

Only thing is, it’s not 
doing its stuff, 
frozen solid owing 
to the temperatures 
having dropped 
from plus three to 
minus fifteen 
degrees Celsius 
within the space of 
two hours during 
the night. 
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And the lake itself 
just below the 
waterfall. 
Apparently a rare 
phenomenon - 
the oxygen 
bubbles, released 
from the plants at 
the bottom, are 
trapped in the ice 
on their way up. 
The ice, by the 
way had frozen 
so quickly that 
there was 
insufficient time 
for it to become 
opaque, so you 

could see right through to the bottom where fish were still clearly visible, swimming to and fro. 
Slithering across the frozen surface, looking down through a couple of feet of transparent ice with 
twelve feet of water underneath is quite the weirdest thing you can imagine! 

One shouldn’t be surprised, but one always is, at the extraordinary way ends tie up in this music 
business. Who would connect Oslo with Cape Town for example? (Well, I already have, if you flip 
back to my very first blog, but that was more of a geophysical coincidence than a professional one.) 

My job at the Norwegian Opera had nothing whatever to do with South Africa, but the sister of one 
of our good friends in SA happened to live down the road from us in Asker, and their younger 
brother on the opposite side of the Oslo Fjord. Øystein Liltved, basso profondo, sang in Cape Town 
Opera and was a regular coaching client of mine there. Being about seven feet tall he had the ideally 
daunting mien for those imposing operatic bass roles – high priests, villains, patriarchs etc.  

Here he is, in a less 
operatic moment - 
still dwarfing us all 
though - visiting 
his family in Oslo 
for Christmas. 

The connection 
didn’t end there 
either, because he 
sang the role of 
Hagen in Wagner’s 
Ring at Seattle, for 
which I also 
coached him. 
Several members 
of the cast were singers with whom I had done it at the ENO years earlier. Small world indeed! 
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The real Øystein was in fact anything but daunting, being gifted with a wicked sense of humour! One 
had to be constantly on the qui vive for practical jokes, particularly during performances….  

Another Cape Town Opera bass, Frederick Dalberg (aka Fred Dalrymple from Newcastle), creator of 
the role of Claggart in Britten’s Billy Budd, and Sir Walter Raleigh in Gloriana, also a regular Hagen at 
Bayreuth, was himself a bit of a wag. Fred’s daughter Evelyn, a mezzo, was also blessed with her 
father’s love of practical jokes, so careful lookout had to be kept in all directions when more than 
one of the aforementioned artists appeared in the same cast…. 

Well, it happened on my watch. I was conducting Rossini’s Barbiere in a touring production, with 
Evvie singing the servant Berta opposite Øystein’s Doctor Basilio (God help us). Rehearsals were a 
riot of course, which was quite expected, but things happened onstage during performances of 
which most of us were only dimly aware. For example on the penultimate night in Port Elizabeth 
Evvie entered for her last act aria in which she had to drag on a huge laundry basket whilst singing. 
Suddenly she appeared to be seized with acute laryngospasm, uttering the first two words but not a 
great deal thereafter as she lugged the basket around the stage, her face glowing progressively from 
red to puce. I kept going with the orchestra (the show must go on) while Evvie just managed to gasp 
out the odd spasmodic phrase. Needless to say, we were all deeply concerned for her health, and a 
doctor was standing in the wings as she made her exit. Expecting her to collapse in his arms, he was 
taken aback by her storming past him offstage uttering a flowing stream of unladylike expletives 
delivered with absolutely no further evidence of laryngospasm. (Nor in operatic Italian, you 
understand – more like a debased form of the vernacular, not to put too fine a point on it.) 

Turns out that Øystein had loaded the basket with several hefty cast iron stage weights.  

Øystein on TV as Hagen in Seattle 
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Silly boy. 

The following performance was the last of the tour, so everyone was in pretty relaxed frame of 
mind, shall we say… 

Nothing much happened until Basilo’s aria La calunnia, when all of us knew (except Øystein) that 
Evvie had a trick up her sleeve – or deep in Øystein’s pocket rather. You see, just before the final 
windup to his taxing aria, where he holds a high F# crowned by a triumphant fermata, he was 
supposed to whip a huge handkerchief out of his pocket and blow his nose exceedingly noisily during 
the ensuing rest, before continuing his peroration to joyous guffaws from the audience. 

This time the guffaws were more joyous than ever because Evvie had sewn the handkerchief deep 
into the lining of Øystein’s trousers. Plunging his hand into his pocket with only a nanosecond for the 
nose-job, he ripped the handkerchief out of his trousers with a flourish. The entire right trouser-leg 
came away with it and he finished his aria in a state of semi-debagged confusion, with what was left 
of his trousers flapping round his knees and ankles, the torn-off leg held triumphantly aloft to 
everyone’s unalloyed delight. A coup de théâtre - and operatic revenge worthy of the finest 
traditions. 

We started blog 20 with a pretty 2018 winter morning piccy taken by Susie from our bedroom 
window here in France. I’d like to finish with a pretty 1987 summer’s evening one taken by me from 
our kitchen window in Orestien 8, Asker, Norge, looking up toward Skaugumsåsen. A glorious sunset.  

Only in Norway…. 

 


