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Still recovering from our return trip to Nice on Ryanair a couple of days ago…… 

Imagine the sheer horror as the plane suddenly loses altitude, oxygen masks tumble from the ceiling, 
accompanied by a fluttering little notice “If you wish to avail yourself of this facility you need to 
place 20 € in the slot provided – a further 20 € to access inflatable jacket under the seat.” 

Need to? Need to? 
The horror of course resides in the misuse of English, rather than the ruddy cheek of Ryanair (not 
that they’re embarrassed. Actually, that’s all made up, inspired by Rod Liddle in the Sunday Times, I 
suppose, but…well….you know). It’s the time of year again – we were just returning from the annual 
two-month stint in Wexford, but before we get into that, a picture of someone not entirely 
unconnected, seen here in slightly less peat-boggy surroundings. Pretty elegant actually. 

Against the backdrop of the magnificently restored Salle Garnier 
(home to the Opéra de Monte Carlo) on the left stands John 
Mordler, already mentioned in despatches as a visitor to 
Wexford, and talking to him, Roberto Alagna.  

The occasion? Last night’s presentation of the ribbon&medal of 
Commandeur des Arts et Lettres de la République française - 
John being the deserving recipient after his many distinguished 
years as Director of the Monte Carlo Opera. 

The ceremony took place In the presence of various dignitaries 
including Princess Caroline, and an internationally chosen 150 
guests were invited to attend – including Errol and Susie! 

Errol & Susie? Well, yes, that’s how the invitation read.  

Turns out everybody was treated with the same appalling (appealing?) disrespect… look…..  

I wonder how they worded the 
Princess of Hanover’s? 

Anyway, it was a truly 
heartwarming occasion, and 
the perfect way to blot 
Ryanair from the 
memory – the freely 
flowing Moët et 
Chandon and quite 
superb canapés 
contrasting sharply 
with the ho-hum 
airline onboard fare. 

Well - betcha can’t wait 
for this season’s Wexford gossip……..  
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Do you recognise the two below? Both ladies inextricably connected with Cherubini’s Medea, first 
mainstage opera of the season. The actress on the right of the picture by marriage vows (her 

husband, Stephen Barlow, conducted it) and the other – the actress on the 
left – in hands-on capacity as stage director of the show. 

Show? Shaw? Show? Thought it was an opera…. 

Hmm – debatable point. Here’s the chorus doing a vocal warm-up. 
(Warm-up for what? Boy, those sopranos had me scared!) 

 

 

 

 

Not exactly 431 BC - the date of Euripides’ play - yet these are indeed the costumes worn in the 
opening scene of Fiona Shaw’s Wexford production. Now, you need to see the cover of the 
original full score, produced in 1797. (Don’t bother to screw up your eyes, I’ll explain …) 

Wexford – the harbour at night, with the opera house centre – taken by friend Bruno. 
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You see, we did it in Italian – not the original 
French of the Hoffman/Corneille livret set by 
Cherubini, but in a bastardised translation 
taken from the version in German (yep), 
complete with sung recitatives composed by 
Franz Lachner in 1855. This was translated 
into Italian (yep), in 1909 by Carlo Zangarini 
and later revived in 1953 and famously 
recorded by Maria Callas. 

I know, I know – just don’t ask me…. 

A nightmare of confusion. We only performed 
Medea that way because Lise Davidsen, 
singing the title role, elected to adopt the 
Italian version, instead of Cherubini’s Opéra 
Comique French with spoken dialogue. 

Normally I would have wrung her neck, but I 
might have regretted it afterwards. 

Why? Well, firstly because she’s not the kind 
of lady you tangle with (see below), but more 
importantly it’s simply the greatest soprano 
I’ve heard since Rita Hunter back in the 70’s. 

Here she is, with the two children she’s about to murder…. 
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Lise has the physical build traditionally associated with those creamy, sumptuous Wagnerian voices 
(creamy as opposed to screamy, if you get me). So you can perhaps understand my not disputing her 
choice of the Italian version……  

(Not to her face anyway.) 

Actually she’s a lovely, gentle person – we 
enjoyed exchanging Good morning, how are 
you? Good evening/night and similar 
pleasantries på norsk. Thirty years since I left 
the Oslo Opera, so that’s just about all the 
Norwegian I could comfortably manage!                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

On the right is a real-life photo taken at a 
party during rehearsals. 

The little feller doesn’t appear too upset by 
the prospect of an imminent demise at his 
Mummy’s hands. Does he? 

Any more than his mates below. The little girl 
escaped being murdered, and looks 
decidedly chipper about it. 

Their bow at curtain-call was worth waiting 
for – talk about hogging the stage. What do 
they say about children and animals? 
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From what’s been already 
flagged, you might be forgiven for thinking the above was Medea Act I scene 2 in 

costume. But no, it was taken at the end of the first week of chorus music rehearsals at our jolly 
Saturday night party! 

It’s always the same old story. By the end of that week the choristers are singing like angels, but the 
sad thing is I’ll never hear them sound like that again, basically because what they are subsequently 
asked to do on stage usually precludes that possibility. Oh dear, I hear you say – why? 

Here’s a clue : the opening scene of Medea is marked Atrio del palazzo di Creonte – Glauce. Le 
ancelle. Which clearly means Hen party in a gym – girls in lycra chucking dildos around. 

Oh yes, dildos – here they are, lurking in the props cupboard – biggun in A, 
and the littlun in E flat, as per the title of this unputdownable blog. 

The dildos (dildi?) mysteriously withdrew, if that’s the right word, after the 
first stage and piano rehearsal. Never to reappear – a bitter disappointment 
to most of us, but to the great relief of the girls who were supposed to be 
playing with them onstage. 

The girls were however constrained to sing whilst facing directly into the 
wings or upstage, exercising frantically on rowing-machines – generally 
unable to see the conductor or hear one another in any realistic sense. 
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Of course most of the diligent musical preparation flew to the winds, like the dildos. It is to the girls’ 
eternal credit that one could still detect that the music had been worked on, but obviously it never 
sounded anything like as good as it had in the rehearsal room.  

A bitter pill to swallow, as you can imagine, but very much part of the opera chorus master’s job. 
Trying to claw back as much of his initial hard work as possible thorough giving notes offstage is an 
integral part of the occasionally galling process. You can imagine, for example, how the orchestra 
would feel/sound if its members were asked to parade around the pit whilst playing…….. 

One more snag – not the fault of 
current directorial trends, but one 
of historical significance – is that the 
haute contre voice practically no 
longer exists, although big-time in 
the 18th century. 

To all intents and purposes it 
indicates a very high tenor, alias 
screaming queen – no, not really, I 
just like to say that. But all the same 
it’s a bugger to place when you’re 
casting Lully or Charpentier operas. 
Equally difficult when you’re dealing 
with the chorus in Medea, for 
example, where what we normally 
regard as the alto line is written for 
haute contre. It’s far too high for 
today’s tenors to sustain. The lesser 
of two evils was to send the altos on 
a subterranean grovelling mission. 

Before you open your big fat gob, 
the countertenor solution is not the 
historically informed one. That’s 
another huge can of worms as well, 
but let’s not go there (for the 
moment at least, says he, gleefully 
rubbing his hands). 

In the case of principal roles, performing French baroque at supposedly authentic Versailles pitch (A 
385 – one whole tone lower than today’s) can ease the tension somewhat, but suddenly makes all 
the other voices seem extraordinarily low. Damn. The problem in 19th century Medea is not helped 
by the fact that the principal tenor role of Giasone is perfectly singable at modern pitch. For some 
reason or other scholars seem slightly reluctant to pronounce on the pitch issues of music as late as 
the 19th century, so adopting a lower pitch standard to help the chorus of Medea was not really on 
the cards. Neither would hiring a tenor-lite, alto-heavy chorus have been a possible solution because 
that particular line-up wouldn’t have worked for the other operas in the season. 

The other operas – ah yes!  
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Jacopo Foroni’s Margherita and Franco Alfano’s Risurrezione. Not exactly household names, but 
unknown works are part of Wexford’s mission after all. Let’s go with the latter first. 

Alfano’s La Leggenda di Sakùntala was the stage work which brought the composer his greatest 
success. The work attracted Toscanini, who recommended Alfano to complete Puccini’s posthumous 
Turandot. Actually, Toscanini didn’t include Alfano’s completion at the work’s premiere which he 
conducted in 1926 at La Scala, but instead let the orchestra grind to a halt, turned to the audience 
and said Qui finisce l'opera, perché a questo punto il maestro è morto, or possibly Qui finisce l'opera, 
rimasta incompiuta per la morte del povero Puccini, depending upon your source. The nicest version 
(in English) and the one that is generally accepted is Here the Maestro laid down his pen, which has a 
certain poetic ring to it. 

I heard it used to great effect at my dear friend Al Hume’s 70th birthday bash, where a musical 
comedian friend of his entertained the troops after dinner. He finished his act by singing Nessun 
dorma (sort of) which of course appears in Act III, scene 1 - ages before the concluding scene of 
Turandot - and just as he was about to tackle the famously demanding high B, stopped and said 
(choking back the tears) Here the Maestro………. 

Cutting back to the chase – Alfano’s Risurrezione is based on a story by Tolstoy – his last novel, and a 
curious choice of subject for an Italian verismo opera. But in fact, the Russian tale was in my opinion 
the secret ingredient.  Having said that, here’s what Rupert Christiansen wrote in the Telegraph : 

The audience seemed to wallow in it, but I resisted. Although the drama is handled 
effectively enough, the musical text of Risurrezione is unalloyed sludge, turgid and torpid, 
glutinous in texture and garishly over-coloured. 

Raising of eyebrows all round….. you see, when rehearsals began Risurrezione had been silently 
consigned to the back burner – one of those tacit, by-common-consent things that never quite get 
articulated. I have to admit myself that, having played through the opera on the piano before leaving 
for Wexford, my own initial assessment was not a million miles wide of the Telegraph’s. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Gerard Schneider & Anne-Sophie Duprels in Risurrezione by Alfano 
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How wrong can one be? After a couple of weeks of stage rehearsals the buzz was that it was going to 
be a hit. Unfortunately as chorus master I’m not privy to what goes on in the chunks of operas that 
don’t involve the chorus – at least during the early stages before the orchestra arrives and we start 
running stuff. The chorus as such had very little to sing in Risurezzione, but there were many smaller 
comprimario roles taken by individual chorus members – with considerable distinction I may say. So 
much so that you couldn’t distinguish them from the contracted solo principals, such is the quality of 
our young but highly professional chorus members. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Most of the characters you see on stage here have solo roles, yet all except one are choristers. I’d 
rehearsed their parts separately with them, and in doing so got the feeling that my initial assessment 
was a bit off-kilter. But the first real revelation came at the Sitzprobe where I heard the 
orchestration live for the first time. Russia, the Steppes, harrowing tragedy, life’s hardness and 
bitterness – they’re all cleverly integrated with reminiscences of Tchaikowsky and Borodin. The only 
bit that made me laugh – somewhat inappropriately - was the brusque roll-call of prisoners at the 
conclusion of the above scene which is accompanied by a complete fugal exposition rumbling away 
in the orchestra. I discussed it with Francesco Cilluffo – the conductor - who is a very erudite man 
indeed, but neither of us could figure out why on earth Alfano had elected to adopt this procedure. 
Roll-call/boring academia? I made the facetious remark that the scene’s inherent brutality reminded 
me of a Schools (finals) paper at Oxford, where we had to write a complete fugal exposition in three 
hours. But something tells me I would have known had Alfano read Music at Oxford. (Mere 
coincidence, perhaps, but the above detenute scene uncannily evokes, if you look, exam candidates 
and invigilators!) Felicitously unpredictable, too, was the stage chemistry between the two 
protagonists, as seen in the previous photo. Rosetta Cucchi’s sagacious production, doing exactly 
what it said on the tin, and Tiziano Santi’s elegant, evocative sets pushed all the right buttons.  

Le Detenute – female prisoners in Risurrezione Act III 
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The coup de grâce which finished most people off came at the very end, as Katiusha, the tragic 
heroine, walked hand in hand through a cornfield with her former happy self – a little girl. 

 

I can absolutely see where Mr. Christansen of the Telegraph is coming from, but, unlike him, could 
not resist. The chorus in the pit screaming ecstatically Cristo e risuscitato! – Osanna! (Christ is risen – 
Hosanna) as the Russian Easter bells peal out above the thunderous orchestral clamour, complete 
with the inexorably majestic slow, striding downward scale in the basses (plus trombones, tuba etc) 
as the voices and rest of the orchestra soar heavenwards is totally irresistible. Overwhelming in fact. 

And these two holding hands in the sunlit cornfield after all the black tragedy? You simply cave in. 

When I rushed round backstage to take my bow with the chorus on opening night I found most of 
them sobbing, as was the entire audience which leapt to its feet with one accord. It’s the only time 
in my five seasons at Wexford that I’ve witnessed anything like it. 

And yet, and yet - my Oxford fugal expositions tell me clearly that I am being emotionally 
manipulated. But that’s the joy of the whole thing – the willing suspension of disbelief and intellect 
at the same time is the very stuff of Italian verismo opera. Bully for catharsis! 

Nothing so emotional about the third opera though, which, like the others, was also in Italian.  

Just a by- the-bye, but for me the wonderful thing about Wexford is its incongruity, in that a) the 
festival takes place in a sleepy Irish fishing port, though b) it has a spanking new international-
standard opera house, and c) it truly is international. In the sense that there is a strong Italian legacy 
from the previous artistic director, Luigi Ferrari, while the present incumbent is an American living in 
Canada – David Agler - who has held important conducting posts in various countries, including 
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Australia and Germany, and of course the USA. Added to that the festival specialises in neglected 
French operas, so you have a right old mish-mash! 

It’s not just the choice of repertoire that makes it international though, but the personnel working 
there - all of whom reflect all of the above, so there is no real lingua franca in the place. You’re just 
as likely to hear good old Irish brogue in the corridors as you are to hear Italian, French, clipped 
English vowels, and Californian or Australian drawl. This year’s chorus contained Croatian, Italian, 
Ukrainian, Bulgarian, Polish, Australian, American, Lithuanian, and Yugoslav elements, apart from 
the core contingent of UK singers, so the festival had that truly international feel to it – an 
indisputable bonus in our particular field. 

Getting back to the third item, Margherita, by Jacopo Foroni, this was high on everyone’s list of 
expectations, particularly as we’d done his Cristina four years ago with great success. Cristina 
covered itself in glory, winning the International Opera Award as the finest rediscovered 
masterpiece of the year, and both the chorus and leading soprano were nominated as the world’s 
best in 2013. 

In point of fact, though there were some wonderful moments, Margherita proved a bit of a 
disappointment in bed when compared her sister’s stellar performance. Hey-ho, you can’t have 
everything! But here’s a nice picture of the chorus in their Margherita costumes :- 

Second from right you can see Tina Chang, our wonderful chorus répétiteur. Tina was also in charge 
of Rossini’s La Scala di Seta – one of the festival shortwork operas – in addition to her chorus and 
production pianist duties. Tina’s Taiwanese, now living and working in Canada. So, quite a workload 
for the music staff, as you can see from the tired old fart slumped in a chair at the front - this was 
taken on the second-to-last night of quite a gruelling festival. 

Two slightly unforeseen visitors to Wexford were Ophelia and Brian. Ophelia turned up on the day of 
the Medea dress rehearsal, which had to be abandoned on account of Ophelia's excessive and 
extremely disagreeable passing of wind (I sound a bit like Rupert Christansen in the Telegraph). 
Schools were closed because of her, as were shops and supermarkets, in short the place ground to a 
halt until she moved on. Luckily that happened within a merciful 24 hours, so the wait wasn’t too 
painful.  
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Her follow-up, Brian, proved nothing like as flatulent. Everyone, still reeling from the thoroughly 
offensive Ophelia, waited with baited breath for the anticipated disturbance of Brian’s arrival. I’m 
talking about hurricanes of course, the first of which hit the Irish coast to startling effect …. 

 

 

 

Looks like the set of 
Wagner’s Flying Dutchman 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tricky driving conditions, 
with somewhat limited 
visibility 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Just down the road from 
us…… 
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Hurricane Brian blew in to Wexford on the same day as its namesake – a supremely fortuitous 
coincidence! 

Yes – here he is again, and I’m only half joking with the hurricane analogy. Brian Dickie was and is – 
as everyone who knows him knows - a force of nature. He was in Wexford at the invitation of the 
festival to celebrate fifty years to the day of his appointment as Wexford’s artistic director at the 
ripe old age of twenty-five. The entire audience at the opening night of Margherita (the exact 
anniversary of his appointment) gave him a prolonged ovation led by David Agler, current artistic 
director – a generous and, I know, heartfelt gesture. Another rather moving moment. 

After the show, laden with quite a bit of celebratory champagne, we staggered round to the little 
cottage where they keep me locked up and drank some pretty basic Australian cabernet sauvignon 
which I’d bought from the local supermarket, accompanied by a few nibbles. Glittering smiles not on 
the menu I’m afraid - you can see just how basic the wine was by our gruesomely stained teeth!  

Brian’s track record embraces Wexford, General Administrator of Glyndebourne Festival Opera, 
General Director of the Canadian Opera Company, Artistic Adviser to the Opéra de Nice (where Susie 
and I met him in 1994 and formed a lifelong friendship), and General Director of Chicago Opera 
Theater. 

Acitivités ponctuelles, as the French call them, have included running the European Union Opera, 
sitting on countless juries for major international opera houses and singing competitions, and since 
1999 Brian has been Chairman of the International Jury for Preselections for the Bertelsmann 
Foundation’s biennial Neue Stimmen Competition. 
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“Brain’s babies” are far too numerous to mention individually, but wherever you turn in the opera 
business you’ll find singers, conductors, and opera directors whose careers Brian has promoted. 

 

Here’s one for example – Roger Weitz, young General Director (talk about using copy and paste!) of 
Opera Omaha. Protégé of Brian’s at Chicago Opera Theater, he was in Wexford to suss out Fiona 
Shaw’s Medea production, which is traversing the Atlantic to grace his opera house next year. We 
met in 2002 when I was over in Chicago to conduct Handel’s Semele and it was wonderful to see 
Roger again and to catch up! 

Other visitors included Ristretto-associated Kate Cobb, Marion Gaskin, and Marianne Aston, as well 
as David James of the late lamented Hilliard Ensemble. 

That’s David, over on the right. 
Believe it or not, this photo was taken 
in 1977 to promote our newly 
recorded disc Music from the Court of 
Henry VIII. Saga, the record company, 
offered us either £50 each, or nothing 
at first and wait for the royalties to 
come pouring in.  As nobody had 
heard of us we took one look at one 
another, grabbed the money, and ran. 

Shortly afterwards it was elected 
Recording of the Month in the 
Gramophone Magazine, and is still 
on sale forty years later! 
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Never mind, the point is that the piccy was taken by Clive Barda, who many years later 
became official photographer to the Wexford festival, and still is. I was able to surprise both 
David and Clive by confronting them with one other in a place where they least expected it! 
We had a good laugh over their shocked faces. 

Here’s Clive doing his stuff : 

Actually all the pictures taken of Wexford shows in this blog are taken by Clive, and you can see from 
them just what a superb artist he is – the preferred photographer of Daniel Barenboim, the late 
Pierre Boulez, and Sting, to name just a few of his clients. 

Not taken by Clive, but rather nice all the 
same, is this fun photo of some of our 
choristers, taken by Ger Lawlor, chairman of 
the festival, and himself a professional 
photographer. 

It was a good year from the chorus point of 
view, with some really attractive, promising 
young voices. 

Watch out for one of this year’s bunch, 
Aidan Coburn, who will be singing the tenor 
solos in this year’s Ristretto Messiah in 
Monaco. 

2 December – into your diary it goes! 
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Well, after all the narcissism and name-dropping, why not include this photo?  

 

Actually taken at a post-performance social 
event last year it found its way into this 
season’s brochure for some reason or other. 

 

What they didn’t know was that this year Susie 
turned seventy during our dress rehearsal 
period.  

 

Who would have guessed? 

 

Eighty at least, I would have said. 

 

Watch out Errol… 

Ouch!! 

 

Well, all good things come to an end. Suitcases packed and waiting for the taxi outside our little 
cottage, this is leaving-time for Dublin to catch the Ryanair flight home. 

And I’d just like to 
leave you with the 
words of one of the 
murdered little boys in 
Medea, as he caught 
sight of the dildos 
backstage… despite 
the stage-manager’s 
frantic efforts to hide 
them in time…… 

(ess aitch one tea!!) 

 

Turning deathly pale : “Awdear! Awgward! Me Mawm’n tew susters r’ cawmin’ t’see 

thawpera Froyday!” 


