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Do you, like me, want to scream and throw your toys out of the pram when confronted with the 

installation manual and buttons of a techno-lite piece of kitchen equipment which you’ve just 

bought (coffee-maker, fridge, eye-level oven per esempio - zum Beispiel - for eksempel  - 例如)?  

I mean – I’ll happily learn Finnish or Serbo-Croat if needs be, as long as I can have the instructions in 

words, not stupid, robotic pictograms that take five times longer to comprehend than a trip to 

China and back for a rapid-learning language course. 

The same thing applies to road-signs – taking the time to suss out what on earth they mean 

dramatically increases the risk of collision, in some cases by the equivalent of 0.8 ml of alcohol per 

litre of blood, which, as everyone knows represents not only a commonplace infraction, but a crime 

punishable by a fine of 4500 €, two months in prison, plus withdrawal of driving-licence for 3 years, 

which, when restored, you’ll find lighter by six points. (Knowledge of these and other figures is 

essential to safe and efficient driving in France, in case you didn't know). 

Thank heavens, though, the road signs in France (many of them shared with other European 

countries) are lucid, clear, and unambiguous - for example : 

 

  As  

distinct 

from → 

 

 

Although at first sight seemingly explicit, the phrase “Un train peut en cacher un autre” has entered 

common parlance, implying “Watch out – there may be more to this than meets the eye”, and can 

therefore be something of a confusing injunction at the best of times. 

Ignore at your peril the chillingly succinct warning, below left : 

 

or the following one, 

aimed at ignorant 

bloody foreigners, 

especially expat Brits    

who frequent the  

south of France : 

 

 

 

Then there are panneax d’interdiction, forbidding you to do things like lose your temper : 

Danger – suicidal lemmings School exams again! 

A car can hide in a boat, which in 
turn can conceal a suspicious -  

looking character in a hat:               
quite possibly a Russian spy. 

Eglise is spelt with an accent aigu, 
you pig-ignorant rosbif git! 

? 
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     That’s clear enough. But how about these…? 

 

Now you see what I’m getting at - words are more precise than pictograms, particularly in 

emergencies. The Scandinavian road authorities have taken all this on board, unequivocally 

circumventing the potential confusion of the above bewildering panneaux. In a word : 

 

 

Problems of overload can be resolved here→ 

 

(Be careful not to break the speed limit 

though.) 

 

Although we are scared of being taken over by robots the fact is we are fast becoming robots. 

Political correctness, catch-phrases, formulaic modes of expression with associated vocal inflections : 

the now accepted habit of introducing an interrogative upward note to round off a factual statement 

for example - either to soften its impact, render it more palatable, or to elicit a sympathetic 

response - strikes me as a cheap, weird, and unnecessary speech nuance. So is the dumbing-down 

represented by symbols and pictograms, which have more to do with intuitive, kneejerk reactions 

than clarity of meaning or elegance of expression.  

Words and symbols, symbols in art, symbols and music, music and words – they all have their place. 

Sometimes they interlock, and at others maintain a respectful distance one from another. The 

proper use of symbols encourages the brain to work, rather than anaesthetising or stultifying its 

capacities, and is more concerned with going places where words can’t. 

Hans Holbein the Younger’s painting The Ambassadors is a well-known example of what I mean, 

although perhaps more concerned with where words dare not go, rather than cannot. 

Aaargh - stupid road-signs….!!! 

Don’t let it rip. Get a grip! 
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The more you look, the more 

you notice.  

The more you notice, the more 

you’re interested. 

The more you’re interested, 

the more you learn. 

The more you learn, the more 

you’re drawn in. 

The more you’re drawn in, the 

more you look. 

And so it goes….. 

 

 

 

Symbols in music can be even more occult. The recusant Byrd set deviously underhand choices of 

texts in his motets - Civitas Sancti Tui for example - but that takes us back to words again. 

Shostakovich on the other hand was renowned for convoluted musical symbols (and I’m talking 

about the actual notes here) deployed, like Byrd, out of sheer self-preservation. The climate of 

severe political and religious sanction in which both lived ironically helped forge their identities. 

Then you encounter the lunatic fringe of composers like Scriabin, who enjoyed his synaesthesia to 

the full, liberally colour-coding his scores note by note : 

Almost back in the la-la land of the 

road signs, you might say – every 

bit as creative! 

 

Even Bach – the last composer one would have associated with such flights of fancy – was not 

immune to messing around with colour: take his Saint Matthew Passion for example. In fact he uses 

a combination of what was known as Augenmusik – something perceptible uniquely by looking at 

the autograph score – with audible musical effects which are correspondingly graphic. Listen to the 

opening movement depicting Christ’s final ride into Jerusalem : His impending death and the road 
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leading to it are audibly laid out in a complex, monolithic musical structure which mirrors the 

inexorable force of Christ’s destiny. Double chorus and two orchestras build up a massive, churning 

machinery of questions and responses, which at its apex is surmounted by boys’ crystalline voices 

chanting the Lutheran chorale O Lamm Gottes, unschuldig (O innocent lamb of God). 

When you know – and you won’t simply by listening – that the boys’ line is written in red ink, the key 

moment becomes increasingly poignant every time you hear it. Bach continues the theme, writing 

each line of literal biblical quotation in red, while the rest of the text remains in black ink. 

This style of Augenmusik originated at an earlier 

epoch than Bach’s, 

yet has obstinately 

remained a weapon 

in the composer’s 

armoury right up to 

the present day. 

   

   

       Pęderecki’s Kosmogonia → 

 

 

 

Handel couldn’t be fished with all this roundabout stuff. He went straight to heart of the matter, as 

witnessed by Haydn weeping when he heard the Halleluja chorus - not because it was so bad, as you 

possibly feared, but because he was intensely moved. His spontaneous words on regarding the tear-

stained page before him were “He is the master of us all”. 

And then there was Beethoven (who he? Ed), who glowered and said “Handel is the greatest 

composer that ever lived. I would uncover my head and kneel down on his tomb.” (Straight into 

Handel’s CV….) 

For my money though, great as it undoubtedly is, it’s not Halleluja, but the final Amen chorus which 

takes the laurels. Together with Waft her, angels, through the skies from Jephtha it invariably 

reduces me to a pathetic state resembling Haydn’s. 

I have happily sung Messiah in the choir many times as a boy treble, then as a croaky alto when my 

voice started to break, and finally as a bass. I have attempted one or two of the bass arias in concert, 

played harpsichord continuo on numerous occasions, and conducted nigh on thirty performances. 

Cordier's Belle, bonne, sage 
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(I’ll just break off here to cite my dear friend Brian Dickie, who has quite possibly an even more 

impressive record with the Brahms Requiem : he’s sung in the choir at school as a treble, alto, tenor, 

and bass – done the trickily sustained high soprano solo Ihr habt nun Traurigkeit while still a boy, and 

all the baritone solos  at a later date. Still later, at Trinity College Dublin, he led the second violins in 

the orchestra. He’s also just risen smiling and laughing from his bed, having suffered a quadruple 

heart bypass, so all that remains is for him to conduct the bally Requiem with two fingers up in the 

air, gesticulating meaningfully at the roof.) 

The Ristretto Messiah in December was, as always, a huge pleasure, and was probably the best 

we’ve done to date.  

We’re all a-

smiling, after a 

triumphant 

Halleluja 

chorus! 

Thomas, the 

bass soloist, 

looking 

heavenward, 

pondering his 

upcoming aria, 

The trumpet 

shall sound, an 

absolute killer 

when sung at 

modern 

orchestral pitch 

(442 instead of 

the kosher, 

authentic 

415hz).  

Thomas sailed 

through, in the 

company of the 

unflappable 

Matthias 

Persson, superb 

principal 

trumpet of the 

Monte Carlo 

Philharmonic. 

 

The Dead were well and truly raised incorruptible – or as Handel would have it : incorrup-ti-ble. 

Uncowed by Britannic mores, Handel repeats it over and over again. But don’t forget Händel heiled 

from Saxony….. 
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Noch mal…… 

 

 

 

Und noch ein drittes Mal….(with typical Saxon obduracy) 

 

Tempting to speculate that, had Haydn with his waggish humour made a version of Handel’s 

Messiah, the third one might have emerged like this – 

 

Mozart of course did compose an arrangement of his own entitled Der Messias, but then Jennens’ 

libretto was translated into German on that occasion, so no linguistic issues ensued. 

Handel’s faux pas, though, has the ring of authenticity when you hear it convincingly reproduced, as 

it is by David Thomas on the iconic Hogwood recording made in 1979. Funnily enough, Paul Elliott, 

the tenor soloist on that disc, happened to be singing in the choir for our Ristretto performance. 

(Don’t want to bore you, but Dave, Paul and I used to sing in the choir at St. Paul’s Cathedral, from 

whence emerged the fledgling Hilliard Ensemble back in the 1970’s – tweet, tweet!) 

What goes around……… 

As if any further proof were needed, here is the countertenor soloist who 

has done two years’ Messiah duty with us now – Clint van der Linde.  

Clint lives in Belgium with his wife and kids, and I first heard him sing years 

ago in the Drakensberg – Mozart’s fiendish Queen of the Night aria Der 

Hölle Rache. 

You can see him doing it here, with Bunny conducting : 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_2ivBUYtW-U 

And the other boy on the video is Jacques Imbrailo, who is well known as 

having sung a highly successful Billy Budd at Glyndebourne. They’re both 

Bunny’s Drakies alumni, like William Berger, another baritone now in the 

UK who enjoys a considerable international career. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_2ivBUYtW-U
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Just after our Messiah Clint was off to sing it again as soloist with Masaaki Suzuki in Japan… bit of a 

comedown (I don’t think). 

You can see the calibre of boy singers who owe so much to Bunny – including opportunities to see 

the world, travelling on concert tours, and meeting fun people. 

Here’s Bunny accompanied by one of the little junior Drakies, greeting a fan in Rome – 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After Messiah came Christmas of course, then the family&grandchildren joined us for a few days 

until New Year before going back to London. After which I was off myself to the RNCM in 

Manchester, and then Dublin for Wexford auditions. We had already survived three complete days 

auditioning singers in London (my favourite Craxton studios up in Hampstead) so knew pretty much 

which holes still needed to be filled. 

On the plane I picked up 

that day’s edition of LE 

FIGARO…. 

Blow me! 

They’re talking about the 

position I was chosen to fill 

back in 1997…… 
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The late, great Arthur Oldham – composer (Britten’s private pupil and amanuensis for a time), 

conductor, and chorus master of legend. Visibly, wrestler-like, a character to be reckoned with! 

Look him up - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arthur_Oldham 

Now I don’t know how good your French is, but LE FIGARO hints at grubby politics……  

Daniel Barenboim appointed Arthur Oldham to create and conduct the Choeur de l’Orchestre de 

Paris, a post he filled, unsurprisingly, with great distinction from 1976-2002. Around the end of the 

90’s le Roi Arthur started to feel retirement coming on, but wasn’t going to step down until he found 

a worthy successor. The Ministère de la Culture sent him a few officially approved candidates, each 

of whom were invited to take rehearsals – which failed to tick Arthur’s boxes. The professional 

stature of these candidates was similar to that of the lady mentioned towards the end of the above 

article – a household name in France, and one familiar worldwide to those in the choir business. The 

others already occupied important chorus director posts in France – one in Paris, the other in Lyon.  

Enough said.. 

It’s a measure of how difficult Arthur was – a fact mentioned freely in the article – that he turned 

these people down, presumably because he felt after seeing them in action that they weren’t geared 

up to tackle the challenging standards he had applied so rigorously. And perhaps - maybe more 

importantly - that the chemistry wouldn’t be right…… 

(Besides, being native speakers, they would possibly upset the long established tradition of Arthur’s 

adorably mangled French.) 

Anyway, somehow the fates ordained that he stumble across me, and if you’re bored enough with 

life to have been following this blog (wakey-wakey), the rest is history. After a single rehearsal (he’d 

asked every candidate to take two) he not only offered me the job, but announced it publicly there 

and then before a hundred choristers, who applauded most generously. Afterwards, over dinner and 

a glass or three, we decided how the handover would take place. I would fly up to Paris every other 

week at first, then every week, taking over by gentle stages so there would be no trauma. One of the 

conditions was that I would have to be in the office an hour before rehearsal time in order to receive 

any chorister who needed to talk – be it a gripe about the choir or a family matter – which was one 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arthur_Oldham
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of Arthur’s self-imposed duties, and a sign of his profound humanity. He was a deeply loved and 

respected person, M. Vieux Jambon. 

I have little compunction writing this, because it’s all right there in LE FIGARO – except for my last 

paragraph that is - but as I say, there were more than 100 witnesses who not only approved the dirty 

deed, but manifestly approved of it. 

Back to the chase - as I walked in the door on returning to Nice the phone rang : the then director of 

the Orchestre de Paris, who insisted that I fly straight back at the next available opportunity for an 

interview with him.  

About turn…. Zoom!! 

As I walked in the door to his office (my only two dealings with a fish named Deer occurred as I 

walked through a door) he informed me that it was not within M. Oldham’s remit to appoint his own 

successor. I happened to know Arthur had a clause written into his contract at his own insistence 

giving him precisely that right, having been disappointed by the Minister’s candidates, so I duly  

informed Hirsch (oops) of my inside knowledge (Arthur hadn’t sworn me to any secrecy). The riposte 

came straight back, brutally succinct : “Je sais, mais ce n’est pas lui qui va décider. J’ai un autre 

candidat plus intéressant. Je vous tiendrai informé. Au revoir Monsieur”.  

The cunning sod omitted to use the feminine forms (cf end of the Figaro article) and I never heard 

another thing until Arthur rang me, disconsolate, to say there was nothing he could do.  

                                         (French, and more particularly Parisian, politics…..) 

It’s twenty years since that disappointing episode. Luckily my career was on the up at the time, so it 

didn’t floor me as it might otherwise have done. In fact, looking back, the main thing was to have 

been honoured by Arthur Oldham’s choice. (This is not, I assure you, a piece of self-regarding drivel – 

a Trumped-up tweet by a twit on Twitter.) 

As you see from LE FIGARO, a disillusioned Oldham spent another frustrating five years in the job 

before being evicted at the age of 75. A man guided by a sense of mission, he would gladly have 

retired five years earlier had he known someone he trusted was taking over the task he had set for 

himself and le Choeur de l’Orchestre de Paris. 

He only lived for one year after that….. 

On a lighter note, it’s good to know some sense of continuity is being respected : the post is 

currently held by one rejoicing in the name of Lionel Sow*. (Think about it) 

By the bye, with reference to my poor-sign* rant at the outset, did you know that the mass suicide 

of lemmings was an invention of Walt Disney in his movie The White Wilderness? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xMZlr5Gf9yY 

He actually had hundreds of the “nasty little rodents” (sic) rounded up and thrown off a cliff by the 

film crew. 

Nasty little Walt Disney. 

 

                                                                                 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xMZlr5Gf9yY

