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I was intrigued to read Nicolai Soloviev’s account of Tchaikovsky’s first piano concerto as “like the 

first pancake, a flop”. Having applied something of the same description to one of my own 

arrangements in the last blog, I feel emboldened to observe that, considering Tchaik. 1 is now clearly 

regarded as one of the biggest successes of the entire piano concerto rep, why on earth isn’t my 

Lahnstein am Rhein currently being acknowledged as a masterpiece?....  

Weeeeeell….…… let’s meet for lunch and talk about it.  (In the US, if somebody says “we 

must do lunch sometime” it actually means “I never want to see your stupid face again”. Or possibly 

for that matter, hear your bloody Lahnstein am Rhein.) 

Anyway, let’s not worry too much - I’m more into Russian music at the moment, or more precisely, 

the Russian language – the text of Gregory of Narek, as set by Schnittke in his Concerto for Choir. 

By the way, appropriately enough as it happens, where do you think the following pictures might 

have been taken -   Moscow……….St. 

Petersburg.........Omsk perhaps…? 

Look at the apartment block in the very bottom left hand corner - et oui, bien sûr, c’est la France!   

Nice in fact (the city, I mean), and a perfect example of cultural integration – Brexit being something 

of a hot topic at the moment, these things count (for the sake of argument let’s consider Russia 

European). In the very heart of the Quartier Russe, situated on the boulevard Tsarevitch, stands the 

impressive Cathedral of St. Nicholas, serving the local Russian community which arrived here during 

the second half of the 19th century.        

As a follow-up here is a pretty postcard from earlier times – the sunny Côte d’Azur meets the frozen 

Steppes, with the majestic Parc Impérial in the background :     
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Believe it or not, Vladimir Putin has recently got his grubby paws on the Cathedral and the arguably 

French land upon which it stands. Not sure the Russian descendants of the founding fathers would 

have been terribly keen to hand it over though. Poutine (as he is known in France) probably wants to 

set up a surveillance headquarters, not that there’s much interest in that line of business here in 

Nice. There is though a substantial young nouveau-riche Russian community on the Côte d’Azur, 

which is growing fast (nothing to do with the 1850’s) and he’s possibly casting a beady eye on their 

bank accounts….. 

Anyway, eighteen years ago - almost to the day - we were invited to a friend’s wedding at the 

Cathedral. The influx of wealthy young Russians hadn’t really gathered momentum at that point, so 

we were surrounded by the “indigenous” community and it was a splendidly traditional ceremony.  

Sandra and Alexis Jankin (bass/baritone of the Quatuor Vocal Russe de Nice) were bride and groom. 

The service was quite magnificent, starting as it did at the very back of the Cathedral, with the couple 

shrouded beneath a canopy held by supporters and flanked by four robed priests straight out of 

Boris Godunov, intoning ancient chants in their sonorous Old Church Slavonic Russian. 

We were running late as it happened, and I remember saying to Susie that we’d “slip in at the back” 

– ha ha! That’s exactly where everyone’s attention was focussed, so our spectacularly late arrival 

made those society ladies positively green with envy.  

That was just the beginning though – the service went on to last two-and-a-half hours, during which 

time the procession advanced by stages to the high altar under the dome, each stage interspersed 

with periods of Borodinesque chanting from the priests, while the cortège d’honneur advanced three 

or four steps, then stopped for the next bout of prayers, incense etc. 

The incense and the voices made a heady cocktail, which, added to the sheer sense of theatre 

inherent in the Orthodox liturgy, made me think of my (then) important upcoming engagement as 

chorus master for Tchaikovsky’s Yevgeni Onegin with the European Union Opera in Baden Baden. 

Alexis had kindly made a beautifully articulated recording of the text for me, to which I listened at 
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every available opportunity, so by the time I arrived in Baden Baden I was in fact word-perfect. Just 

as well, because the Russian coach was sick. Gennady Rozhdestvensky (the conductor) was off for a 

week, swilling back litres of vodka at the funeral wake of his friend Alfred Schnittke (wouldn’t you 

know it?). Vladimir Jurowski (his then assistant - now chief conductor of the LPO) was conducting at 

the Volksoper in Berlin, and the cast, which contained some bona fide Russians, hadn’t yet arrived 

(chorus rehearsals always take place first). Here’s the venue…….. 

The (then) neues  Festspielhaus, on the outskirts of Baden Baden… 

…where we performed Onegin – a converted railway station actually. The theatre itself (visible 

behind) sits on the ex-trackbed, whilst what was the booking hall (in the foreground) is now the 

entrance foyer, still with its 19th century mosaics. The theatre itself holds 2500 – so is quite large.  

Meanwhile back in town, Das Theater Baden Baden, seen from the outside…. 
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…..and from within….. 

….for whose opening in 1862 Berlioz created his opera Béatrice et Bénédict, which we performed in 

situ as the second part of our season. Here we were, within the hallowed precincts – creepy, in a 

nice sort of way, although perhaps small fry compared with having sung Tallis, Taverner, Byrd and 

Morley in the buildings where the composers had plied their trade. Anyway, to cut back on the acres 

of quasi-Shakespearean dialogue, Simon Callow stood in for the cast between musical numbers as a 

succinct yet eloquent narrator – in German! (We later performed B+B at the Théâtre des Champs 

Elysées, Paris, where his French turned out to be a great deal more than serviceable.) Quite the 

same could not be said of his German, however, and one of the horn players (a German) in the 

orchestra said to me “Who is zis treadful Englishman trying to spik Cherman?” “Oh, that’s Simon 

Callow,” says I “you know – Four Weddings and a Funeral”. “Oh mein Gott – my fefourite film. Ent he 

vas ze best ektor in it!” Finally the celebrated thespian was persuaded to do his narration in English, 

which as you can imagine, was quite beyond praise. 

Just to return to the chorus for a moment : assembled by Brian Dickie, it was the best opera chorus 

I’ve seen/heard/conducted in my life – selected from the cream of international young singers. After 

we’d kicked off proceedings, the first to arrive on the scene was Vladimir Jurowski, hot from his 

Berlin stint, by which time I’d been rehearsing the chorus for a couple of days. “Hmm – you must’ve 

got a good Russian coach – I understood every word” said he, to my absolute delight! 

Trouble is, it was all poodle-fakery – I’d just learnt the text phonetically, as I am now doing with the 

Schnittke. (Although this time Alexis hasn’t yet done me a recording – I live in hopes. Are you reading 

this Alexi?)  

I had my trusty (?) Peugeot with me in Baden Baden (peu-go, as they say here with some 

justification), and was late for a rehearsal one day. So I decided to take my chances by driving a few 

yards – only a few - along a pedestrian precinct. It was early, and I saw several commercial vehicles 

going about their deliveries. I’d got about two-thirds of the way, when suddenly a deafening blast of 

whistle. “Halt! Polizei!” 

(Scheiße) 



Night out on the Promenade des Anglais – July 2016 
 

I had French number-plates, so decided to take the risk :  

Moi : Je suis désolé officier, je comprends malheureusement pas un seul mot de ce que vous me 

racontez là.. 

Cop : Oh, ça fait strictement rien monsieur – je parle couramment français, ‘y a pas de problème….  

Scheiße, Scheiße, Scheiße  

  

Here in Nice, as I write, we’ve just been subject to an act of depravity which passeth all 

understanding – merciless, pig-ignorant butchery. 84 people killed, 220 people injured (52 critically) 

10 children among the dead and others rendered orphans, people disfigured for life….you’ve read 

about it. 

Whatever mental imbalance they may conceivably discover, depression, or religio-/politico-/socio- 

motivation/issues, Mohamed Lahouaiej Bouhlel, the man who committed this atrocity, was a self-

regarding nonentity, like the German Wings co-pilot Andreas Lubitz.  

I had intended to continue referring back to the year 1998 in which the French team won the 

football world cup (coincidentally 12 July - the very day of the Russian wedding we attended), 

wistfully drawing favourable comparisons with the recent final in Paris, where many were arrested 

for violent behaviour.  

Now, suddenly, the comparison is a very different one. (Let’s not forget that in 1998 the internet was 

in its infancy and social media as yet uninvented.) 

That evening in 1998, uplifted by the unforgettable service, Susie and I wandered down to the Old 

Town, had a couple of beers with Freda Waygood, music librarian of the Pietermaritzburg 

Philharmonic in South Africa who happened to be here for a day en passant during a holiday, then 

moved round the corner to a Russian restaurant where the wedding reception was scheduled to 

happen, continuing until the early hours. We ate Russian, drank Russian, watched Russian dancing 

and listened to real balalaikas doing their stuff, sadly not conversant enough with the tunes to join 

our friends in the singing. In the kitchen a radio was blaring out the football scores, and the waiters 

kept us up to speed with the latest. The moment France won, the entire city of Nice let out a 

collective cheer – millions of jubilant voices raised in happiness. 

I had to get up early the next morning to drive to Baden Baden, so we bade our reluctant adieus to 

the Russian gathering before midnight. We’d left the car outside Le Negresco, which meant a 15 

minute walk along the Promenade des Anglais, winding our way through hundreds of ecstatic French 

families – all out with their children – a truly joyful atmosphere of celebration in every best possible 

sense. No violence, drink fuelled or otherwise – an unforgettably happy day from dawn to dusk and 

well into the night. 

Next morning I rolled out of bed, ready to tackle anything that the fates had in store. First on the list, 

collect my young protégé Mathias Vidal from a neighbouring village, fill the car, and then he and I 

hitting the road for Germany. A tenor student from the Nice conservatoire, Mathias sang in my local 

amateur choir Syrinx, and had been accepted on my recommendation as an apprentice chorister at 

Baden Baden. I am happy to report that he now enjoys a very successful solo performing and 

recording career here in France.  



Night out on the Promenade des Anglais – July 2016 
 

We passed the day taking a pleasant trip through the Alps together, driving and chatting amidst 

splendid scenery, stopping for a lakeside picnic en route. I dropped Mathias off at his hostel, then 

checked into my hotel in a charming village set among vineyards outside Baden Baden. Brian (Dickie) 

already had the chicken and roast potatoes in the oven at his place near the Festspielhaus, and the 

bottle open - the wine perfectly chambré by the time I arrived.  

Next morning I met the best chorus in the world – things really could have been a lot worse…  

They certainly were when I rolled out of bed to this Friday morning’s news. The Promenade des 

Anglais - at that very hour when eighteen years ago happy mothers and fathers had walked hand-in-

hand, swinging their children up in the air, laughing and singing – was horribly awash with blood, 

strewn with dead, or half-dead people writhing in agony, some of them children, mangled bodies, 

ambulances, flashing lights, police vehicles, gunshots, sirens, screaming and weeping …… 

There is no riposte – no fitting response to this kind of situation. Indeed this morning I attended a 

gathering in front of the Mairie at our village of Villeneuve Loubet, ostensibly to observe a minute’s 

silence in memory of the fallen. Before the silence the mayor spoke for about ten minutes in excited, 

yet ultimately evasive terms of how we should react. After the silence, as per his announcement, we 

droned our way through the Marseillaise in a manner devoid of that essential rabble-rousing core of 

the piece - somewhat dispiriting. I couldn’t help thinking how much more telling it would have been 

had he spontaneously burst into song himself, however awful, and then, if one liked, one could have 

imagined the crowd joining in and the guillotine being wheeled out of the Mairie…… 

Infinitely more powerful and effective was yesterday’s First Night of the 2016 Proms at the Royal 

Albert Hall in London – which of course happened to fall the day after the attentat.  

 

With some prescience the BBC gave nothing away – indeed Katie Derham announced the Romeo 

and Juliet Overture of Tchaikovsky as curtain-raiser. But when Sakari Oramo, Principal Conductor of 

the BBC Symphony Orchestra, stepped up to the rostrum and gave his downbeat all of us were 

caught neatly on the hop by the players launching into a rendering of La Marseillaise whose sheer 

élan had everyone on their feet in a trice – over 5200 people – as the drapeau tricolore appeared in 

lights against the huge organ-case, an altogether breathtaking effect, as you can well imagine.  

The overwhelming power of music to arouse, to console, uplift, and in this case transmit 

compassionate unity was demonstrated most movingly. There wasn’t a Frenchman in sight – well, 

there must have been some here and there in the audience - but by now the whole of France will 

have seen it on YouTube. 
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My feeling is – yes, in this global world we need to embrace other cultures, but above all we need to 

cherish and nurture our own. We have been unfaithful to our literature, art, music, and religion, and 

are now starting to pay the price of that infidelity. Time to restore the arts to their rightful place in 

the school curriculum, daily and family life, time for governments to assume responsibility, to 

restore methods of state arts funding and indeed increase levels, time for the church to regain faith 

in the power of its liturgy, its musical and architectural heritage. 

 

 

 

 

The words of Gregory of Narek, 10th century Armenian author of the text for Schnittke’s Concerto for 

Choir. If, like me, you don’t “do” Cyrillic, here’s the translation : 

And if somewhere there is a sinner who does not escape the Devil’s trap 

Allow my work to be his support and set the madman right with your own lights. 

Mohamed Lahouaiej Bouhlel, these words were destined for you, with God’s recommendation that 

you read them. Sorry to bother you right now - I know you must be pretty knackered after 

deflowering 72 virgins, especially following a big night out driving a huge truck at speed up the 

Promenade des Anglais and tangling with the police. 

Pity you didn’t read the words first, though – might have saved you the traffic fine at the end….. 

 


