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No names, no pack drill. I know which one I’d point to in an identification parade - but he 

didn’t get even a flicker of recognition from the jury. 

Funny business, judging singers. I’ve only had the opportunity to do it (officially) in the last 

few years, although I’ve spent my whole life as a freelance surreptitiously forming opinions of 

independently engaged opera and concert singers - particularly having bin there myself, dun that, 

got the t-shirt. Meaning that I was myself a full-time professional singer in London for five years, 

though I never went in for competitions. Sadly, until recently I’ve not been in a position to express 

my views and have them taken notice of. Sadly for me, decidedly – but perhaps sadly for others too, 

though that sounds a bit arrogant.  

In my particular case I’m only talking about the Wexford chorus after all, but I do 

recommend singers for principal roles in the festival. At Wexford there’s not much clear blue water 

between the best choristers and the comprimario soloists, indeed a chorister can often be found 

singing chorus in one opera, and an individal role in another during the same season. 

Interestingly enough, the jury for last month’s above named competition (the clue lies in the 

consonant clusters) consisted of five singers, one conductor, one opera stage director, and a 

prominent arts administrator. Would that be the best possible proportional representation, I ask 

myself? Or is it too heavily weighted in favour of singers?  

(Well – it is a singing competition………) 

I was encouraged to hear my friend who sits on international juries voice the opinion that in 

his métier a preponderance of singer-jurors is considered unhelpful because of their subjective and 

usually conflicting opinions. (No names, no pack drill, but if you’ve read this blog from time to time 

you’ll know perfectly well to whom I refer.) Hmmm… 

So, what the hell was going on in Cardiff? You’d think with so many singers on the jury 

that guy with the Rolls Royce voice would have won hands down : mais non, he didn’t. 

On the other hand the one that did win the competition was without doubt good, but 

not really exceptional – can’t honestly say more - and lost huge brownie points in my 

book by emoting most inelegantly all over the place. No sooner had the mess been cleared away, 
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than the winning announcement produced yet another simpering, cringe-making reaction - or 

possibly feigned shock and awe at having won. Either way, she failed to push my buttons. 

Here’s one who got shoved out in the first round, which was another bad call on the part of 

the jury in my opinion : 

Bit of a posey photo, but she was the genuine article once 

she’d got onstage. 

 

Russian, and you could hear it instantly without being 

told. 

 

Why she didn’t move onwards and upwards in the 

competition beats me. 

 

It’s a tough business. 

 

 

              Now I’m at it – and we’re talking one of the world’s top singing competitions here – let 

merciless reality to be the order of the day. In the finale there were only two “real” voices in my 

view, both baritones. I’ve submitted my estimation of one of them. Sadly the other ruined his act by 

singing too many phrases of the prologue to Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci in an unidiomatic can belto, 

further debased by some annoyingly synthetic gurning. It all went wide of the sardonic humour of 

the Prologo which contrasts with the appeal-for-compassion message at its core. Theatrical irony. 

(American? – yep, you guessed.) 

Of the others, the tenor (lots of charisma and really committed……..suicide, I nearly said) 

alarmed me with his intrusive flutter on held notes – the ones that weren’t being pushed. As soon as 

he let up, bang went his support, jiggle-poggle-wobble. Not a long career ahead, I suspect, unless he 

sorts that out.  

And the soprano – an amazingly accomplished box-ticker. Nailed everything – top to bottom 

evenness of voice from one dynamic extreme to the other, attractive, supremely intelligent, musical, 

seemingly at ease in all manner of repertoire. Well, yes, that was the trouble - a kind of passepartout 

artist with – well - nothing really convincing about her when you thought about it. The voice was 

what is commonly referred to as silvery. (Silver of course is a metal…..ouch.) 

Acting with the voice, that’s what opera singing’s all about. If you haven’t got it, then you 

have to start acting as an actor, which implies a rather different set of priorities. Oh yes, actors act 

with their voices certainly – or they used to – but singing Mozart with senselessly uncontrolled 

vibrato, or bel canto rep. without the requisite seamless legato, verismo without the unforced 

bollocks, Wagner without the colours and opulence of tone, and both Wagner and Britten without a 

poet’s awareness of text is all missing the point, however good it looks from the front. And that, I’m 

afraid, is where so many of today’s young singers fail to impress. 
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I want to be gobsmacked by God-given talent, not slick stage appearance and vocal athletics. 

Practised skills, however accomplished, are not to be confused with the unique artistry of the 

individual. I have to say I felt the jury got a lot of it wrong, and of course, so may have I in terms of 

the Mongolian baritone whose velvet timbre knocked me for six. You just can’t tell from the telly – 

you need to be there in the real acoustics of the hall.  

OR SHUT UP. 

OK OK – I will. 

I myself sat on a jury for an international harp competition a few years back, whose setup 

was as near as dammit the equivalent of this year’s Cardiff team – five harpists and two conductors. 

Come to think of it, not a bad title for a film – a sequel perhaps, starring Hugh Grant and Simon 

Callow as the conductors? I can see it now……..  

And thinking of films, like the Hollywood director Michael Curtiz, the native Hungarian of 

“You think I know fuck nothing, but I tell you, I know fuck all” fame, I felt seriously out of my depth. 

What do I know about harps? Pluck nothing. But I quickly realised my fears were unfounded, 

as I sat on the jury next to Nancy Allen, principal harp of the New York Philharmonic. 

A truly lovely lady in all senses, she didn’t make me 

feel for one moment that I was de trop. In fact she 

asked me constantly what I thought, and we had 

many, many interesting exchanges – and I don’t 

mean that as a euphemism. In fact we saw eye to eye 

on just about everything. 

It swiftly emerged that harps actually do make music. 

They don’t just act as un accessoire, as my good 

friend and flautist Pierre Marcoul of the 

Philharmonique de Nice would have it of his own 

instrument in terms of the orchestral masse sonore. 

Anyway, all went swimmingly until a young girl from 

the USA came on. After she’d finished her first piece I 

turned to Nancy, muttering “That girl’s got no music 

in her soul. Everything’s bang on technically, but her 

playing’s totally sterile. Must’ve got a hell of a good 

teacher, though!” 

“She’s my pupil.” 

Harpists notoriously live in the clouds. When we were still in Cape Town the orchestra used to wait 

for the moment where their accident-prone harpist, Sheila, would utter a plaintive “sorry!” on 

making the tiniest slip. I conducted the Britten Young person’s guide to the orchestra once, and 

during a rehearsal she came out with a proverbial “sorry” at the end of the harp variation. 

Thereafter, if she failed to do so, Derek Vaughan-Heapy (RIP) would surreptitiously fill in for her on 

cue, corpsing the entire orchestra every time. (Remember bassoonist Derek, from last November’s 

blog? Yes, the corpsing was a Freudian slip - Derek’s gone. Last month, while giving masterclasses to 

young wind instrument players, he had three successive heart attacks, the last of which carried him 
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off. I can see him chuckling “That’ll make ‘em sit up and pay attention.”  He is already being sorely 

missed by many, many people, including Susie&me. 

Sheila’s best showing, though, was during Britten’s opera The Turn of the Screw, in which I happened 

to be fairly heavily involved, having coached the entire cast. I then played piano for stage rehearsals, 

and was finally put out to grass in the pit, where I doubled on piano and celesta, sitting next to 

Sheila. On opening night she came to the theatre an hour early to make sure her harp was bang in 

tune, and sat in the pit for another 30 minutes in case anyone stole it, knocked it over, slipped it out 

of tune, or anything terrible like that. 

In any event, the production started in a complete blackout. If you know the piece, you’ll remember 

the Prologue starts with a piano-accompanied recitative, the opening chords of which I had to 

memorise for obvious reasons. (A horrendous incident involving oysters occurred on tour, but more 

of that another time. Bet you can’t wait….) 

Come opening night we were all a bit jittery. Screw really isn’t the kind of show to pull in the Sarth 

Efrican crowds - you’re safer with Traviata or Butterfly.  The house was visibly a bit thin. Sheila, as I 

say, had been sitting in the orchestra pit for some time getting more and more anxious. Eventually 

all we twelve other musicians joined her, along with David Tidboald the conductor, who couldn’t 

make his traditional separate entrance on account of the planned blackout. 

Everyone had tuned up at 440 (those were the days!) outside the pit, so the sinister atmosphere in 

the theatre was steadily built up as the house lights were slowly dimmed. Tension rose dramatically, 

as I prepared myself in the dark for stage management to give me the cue for my very first chord…… 

Next to me in the darkness Sheila slowly drew the instrument towards her, so as not to be caught 

unprepared. The harp doesn’t actually play until after the Prologue’s over, but Sheila was prepared 

even before I struck my first note. A pro to her fingertips. 

What she wasn’t prepared for was her tuning fork. She’d inadvertently left it hooked over one of the 

tuning pegs at the top of the harp.  

As Sheila gently drew the harp towards her, the fork flew its nest, making its way down the strings in 

a starry twingle-twangle-jangle. The sounds of Sheila vainly trying to grab it in the pitch black were 

crowned by an almighty clunk as it hit the sound-board, resonating splendidly throughout the entire 

theatre before hitting the ground. 

“Sorry!” 

Having composed myself, I then played the first rolling chord, to which a voice from the stage – the 

Prologue - responded in the darkness : “It is a curious story..” Cue unrestrained guffaws from the 

house. 

Things improved, though. A very competent cast (you don’t need La Scala voices for this kind of 

Britten), Angelo Gobbato’s masterly production, and Bruno Santini’s atmospheric sets worked their 

magic. At the end, as the Governess held the dead boy Miles in her arms, chanting his Latin 

mnemonic “Malo” to the chilling accompaniment of timps, harp, and pizzicato strings, there 

followed a stunned silence which went on and on and on. 

After that the word got around, as it does in Kip Tahn, and you couldn’t get seats for the remaining 

perfomances. No, not on account of Sheila’s tuning-fork, if that’s what you’re thinking. 
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You couldn’t get seats for Father Walter’s last big service at St. Paul’s Monaco at the end of June 

(2017) either – the church was packed to the rafters. We had a lunch afterwards at a beachfront 

restaurant, where tributes from parishioners were heard, presents bestowed on Walter and Sparky, 

particularly a travelling cage for the flight to Canada (Business Class), a warm little canine jacket, and 

his flight ticket. We will miss them both. 

 

 

No more walkies along the river in Villeneuve Loubet. 

 

Sad faces, but Sparky’s already discovered squirrels in 

Canada, it appears. 

 

The annual Messiah tradition in St. Paul’s, inaugurated by 

Walter, will continue. Next up….at the end of the year : 2 

December – seeya there! 

 

 

Just HAD to show 

you this. Well, after 

our sad faces… 

It’s Alain, Olivia, and 

Marie from Ristretto, 

with Gideon smiling 

in the background, 

and yours truly 

munching on goodies 

provided at La Gloire 

de mon Père. 

Y’know, the 

restaurant - after the 

June wedding in 

Seilllans…. 

 

 

Just a brief smile, though, as we heard of the death of my first wife Gill at the beginning of July, 

following a six-month battle with brain cancer. Six months after the diagnosis, that is. God knows 

how long it had been lurking. 
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Susie and I flew over to London for the funeral, where my son, Ben, gave the most elegant, 

affectionate, and witty eulogy – made me very proud indeed. We stayed overnight in Islington with 

our friends Al and Di Hume, as poor old Ben’s house is in a turmoil of kitchen rebuilding.  

We had a good evening at the Narrow Boat on the canal with the Humes and the Jameses (David and 

Myrjam), so both Kings Singers and Hillliard Ensemble were properly represented. Then next day 

David and Al joined us at the Crematorium, both having known Gill in the 1970’s. Ben asked for a 

track from the Hilliard’s very first disc to be played, so I chose Madame d’Amours – appropriately 

enough, as it had been rehearsed in our old house at 35, Florence Street Islington when Ben was a 

nipper of four years old, running around the place and disturbing our concentration. 

Saga, at 12s6d a throw (twelve shillings and sixpence, 

for those who need it spelled out) was the “cheap 

and cheerful” label of the day. Ditto the fees paid to 

recording artists. We were offered a choice – either 

£50 apiece - or nothing upfront, to be followed by a 

proportion of the royalties. As the Hilliard was then 

unknown, the chance of royalties pouring in were at 

best slim, so we unanimously elected to take the 

money and run. 

The disc was immediately voted Record of the Month 

in the Gramophone magazine. It’s still selling like hot 

cakes forty years later (well selling anyway).  

Darn! 

 

The lady in charge of the ceremony at the crematorium announced the piece as having been 

composed at Florence Street – bit tricky to prove, as it is allegedly by Henry VIII, whom I don’t recall 

paying us a visit.  

Might’ve been fun though…. 

All three of us – Al, David and me – are now sort of half retired musos. Their two boys have gone 

into the business, following Pater : Sebastian James, the youngest, as a boy chorister at Westminster 

Abbey, and Alexander Hume is currently starring in the title role of Britten’s opera Albert Herring - 

                         

 

here he 

is, in the 

middle 

of both 

pictures - 

 

 

with Aspect Opera, based in York. 
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Good luck to both boys – they deserve it! 

Somewhat platitudinously, times move on……. 

A propos, here’s Ben and Susie, taken on Mont Chauve, overlooking Nice. The foothills of the Alps, 

during the spring of 1991 : 

 

Susie was exactly the same age in the above 

picture as Ben is now – à droite. 

This is in pretty much the same spot, twenty-six 

years later, during high summer. 

I took them both last week when Ben popped over 

for a few days after the funeral, taking time off 

from his taxing job in the City. 

Chilling out with us after the difficult period he’s 

been through was probably the best thing he 

could have done. 

For him, and for us! 

We had a wonderful time, and drank considerably 

more rosé than the doctor ordered. 

High summer in Provence! Tant pis. 
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