
There is no such thing as society - February 2018 
 
“There is no such thing as society – there are individual men and women, and there are families.” 
Margaret Thatcher, UK Prime Minister 1979-90 

It’s true Margaret Thatcher had a sort of beak-ish nose, but that shouldn’t have prevented her from 
looking beyond it. A family is merely cellular, and in due course its members - or at least some of 
them - need to reach out to other things. Horizons – aspirations – goals which help form the 
organisations and institutional pillars supporting civilised society.  

The familiar “Look after the pennies and the pounds will take care of 
themselves” contains as much truth as its direct opposite. Society’s 
template must come first, so surely looking from the outside in is more 
important to moral structure, education, and the arts than allowing 
budgets to be determined by how much cash is left over only after 
roads have been built etc. Society’s aesthetic backbone has to be 
publicly supported through central funding, and as we know only too 
well, that’s rapidly becoming a thing of the past. 

Of course one thing informs another, and at a stretch of the 
imagination you might say a well-run opera company functions like a 
family. The list of names on the left represents a family that’s suffering 
serious losses – facing imminent danger of extinction, in fact.         

I’m sorry to harp on about it, but I am sure you’re familiar with the 
recent disquiet concerning the future of the ENO chorus. It once 
boasted 75 permanent members in secure employment, reinforced by 
up to 25 for the bigger operas, regularly boosting numbers up to 100. 

Now, just count the names on the left. It’s the current English National 
Opera chorus roster…….40. 

I’m not just worried about the chorus, either. Below is the ENO Music   
Staff list, back in 1976- 77 - my last full season with the company. 

  

I make that 16 names, all 
in full-time employment.  

Now, if you look on today’s 
ENO website the Music 
Staff is no longer listed as 
such, but odd names do 
appear here and there as 

assistant conductors and 
repetiteurs. Which bods are in full time employment and who has simply been yanked in as a one-off 
engagement is unclear, but I strongly suspect current Music Staff numbers are down to below five.  

Let’s move around the corner. The Royal Opera House, Covent Garden. ROH went through several 
turbulent years before the arrival of Tony Pappano in 2002, since when it’s pulled up its socks. Signs 
of better times, you might think…..  

Well, I wouldn’t be so sure on all counts – have a look below. 
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14 in 1980 versus 4 in 
2018. Spot a trend? 

For the sake of argument, 
“music staff” means all house 
conductors and music 
coaches, excluding the musical 

director. 

Much as I profoundly mistrust boring statistics, here is just one 
more blast from the past. Underneath is a list of the principal 
singers appearing in that 1976-77 season at the ENO : 

 

At a conservative estimate I’d say 
that a good 40 of these were 
permanent company members, on 
the roster of full-time salaried 
personnel – some distinguished 
names among them.  

I don’t even know whether the ENO 
can manage to field a company in the 
accepted sense of the term any 
longer, or how many (if any) solo 
artists are on permanent contract. 

Again, you can’t discern much from 
the ENO website – all is veiled in 
ambiguity and media-friendly hype 
about outreach and young artists 
schemes. 

Unless you want to know the 
members of the board, or who sits 
on which/what committee, most of 
whom have nothing to do with the 
day to day running of the company. 

 

The startling fact is that in 1976 there 
were around 40 principal artists in the company, and now the chorus consists of precisely that 
number. It might interest you to know that the ROH chorus, which once like the old ENO numbered 
75, now has dropped to 50 permanent choristers – not quite as bad, but still. 

Something to do with Margaret Thatcher? You may care to think so - I could not possibly comment. 

ROH Music Staff 1980 ROH Music Staff 2018 
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All I know is that my job at the ENO which had kindly been kept open for me during my eight years’ 
absence in South Africa was suddenly no longer up for grabs – the post was simply closed off, as 
were another ten or so music staff positions over the next few years. That’s how I came to live in 
Norway, and ultimately in France. As they say, every cloud has a silver lining. 

Silver lining is possibly a mixed metaphor in this context, though, Norway being one of the world’s 
most expensive countries. BUT, what an equable and agreeable social climate – a carefully guided, 
balanced structure achieved via some seriously joined-up thinking.  

After our initial month in the Oslo hotel, courtesy of the opera, we had to find our own 
accommodation, and stumbled across the charming wooden house near Asker which became our 
home for two years. The house wasn’t the only thing that was charming either – the people we 
rented it from were something else. Things didn’t get off to a good start when our new landlord 
announced that we were to hand over the rent cheque personally on the last Friday of every month 
– to be delivered by hand at his house 15 min. down the road, between 7 and 7.30 in the evening. 
Whew! We just assumed it was some kind of Norwegian custom – bit severe, but what the hell - we 
had fallen head over heels in love with the house… 

So come the first-last Friday we arrive at their place by the appointed time – the door is flung open 
to cries of welcome. “Come in – the dinner’s nearly ready. Oh, and by the way, please call me Ole 
and my wife’s name is Ingrid.” 

 

Oh, and the dog, Vicky – inseparable from Ole at all times. Once a year they’d go off on a week’s 
hunting trip together to some mysterious corner of northern Norway, and come back - just the pair 
of them - laden with enough game to keep a family for a year. 

Paying our first (and every subsequent) month’s rent… 
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Meanwhile Vicky had another close companion – a confidant - out in the garden : 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Altogether the sweetest thing imaginable. Pretty much every Sunday morning we’d meet up and be 
taken on the most amazing walks through forests, along the fjord, up into the surrounding hills – and 
then, after the first snowfall, cross-country skiing – perfect scenery guaranteed.  

Space to breathe. The Oslo fjord – a 5 min. bicycle ride from home. 
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Nature and fishing were both childhood passions of mine before music took central position in my 
life at the age of twelve, and something I’d unexpectedly picked up again during my time in South 
Africa was trout-fishing. Fortunately I was able to continue in Norway, hoicking sea- trout out of the 
fjord. At least, at those moments when fortune smiled on me, let’s say. And anyway, even if one’s 
luck was out, there was always the spectacular scenery to enjoy. 

(Sorry about the photo - no double entendre intended.)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This, believe it or not, is the Oslo fjord around 9 o’clock on a summer’s evening. If I didn’t happen to 
be working at the opera I used to meet Susie returning from work on the train at Vakås, our local 
station, armed with a picnic. Together we’d cycle down to Hvalstrand, swim, enjoy the evening sun 
and relax until about 10.30pm – sheer paradise! During those summer months you could hear 
children playing outside until well past eleven at night. Conversely, the winter months were exactly 
the opposite, with everyone – adults included - behaving like squirrels, going to bed at 7pm and 
getting up late. The local shopping centre in Asker was bliss on a Saturday morning in December – 
completely deserted, so you had total freedom of Christmas shopping all to yourself until 11 am. 

Although winter gets very chilly in Oslo (I remember minus 30C during one particularly bracing spell) 
the warm Gulf Stream sweeps along the Norwegian coast tempering things – occasionally to 
unexpectedly spectacular effect. Waiting for a plane to Bergen from Fornebu airport one January 
morning, I was mightily impressed to see gigantic plumes of steam billowing upwards from the 
waters of the still unfrozen fjord, rising fifty of more feet into the air – a gobsmacking sight. 

Other agreeable effects of the Gulf Stream included offering the possibility of a quick swim in the 
fjord during late springtime – whilst there was still snow lying on the beach! I’m talking late May 
here. Although snowfalls can still occur, air temperatures are groping their way to the mid/upper 
teens. It’s the balmiest weather imaginable, with things blossoming all round, and yet flurries of 
huge chunky snow can still appear - and disappear just as rapidly.  

Plopping heftily onto a young burgeoning tree, the wet heap of springtime snowflakes can easily 
snap the odd fragile branch….. 
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“Fragile branches, indeed” I thought to myself as I plunged into the icy waters of the fjord one fine 
May morning, disdainfully regarding those feeble Norwegian families sunbathing on the beach at 
Konglungen – another Paradise spot near us.  

Not one of them daring to put a toe in the water… patches of snow still lingering on the beach, you 
understand. 

There was a little island a hundred yards offshore, so I thought I’d give the round trip a go. Plunging 
in, I swam hell for leather until, pulling myself up onto the far beach and gasping for breath, I felt my 
teeth chattering away wildly. Ruefully sensing that all eyes were on me I did the only honourable 
thing and began the return trip…… 

As my feet touched the rocky bottom of the home shore, sporadic outbursts of polite applause 
rippled along the entire beach, accompanied by indulgent smiles. Obviously a cretinous foreigner, 
English probably. Oh well, at least give him credit….. 

Heartwarming as it was – and God knows I needed that, being frozen to the marrow – I remained 
covered in confusion. Not quite knowing what to do to divert attention away from myself, I casually 
cast my fishing line out into the sparkling waters - as one does.  

Bad move - I promptly hooked something. Shit! Probably a clump of seaweed, thought I. Now I’ll be 
even more embarrassed, dammit. (All eyes trained hard on my maladroit manoeuvres.) 

I promptly hauled in a fine specimen of a sea-trout, tugging hard on the line as it leapt and dived 
right and left into the green water. The first round of applause turned out to be a mere hors 
d’oeuvre compared with the cheers from the attentive beach and tumultuous shrieks of delight 
which followed, especially from the children, watching me haul in the poor flapping fish. 

All I could do was to blushingly acknowledge the applause, and then beat a hasty retreat on my 
bicycle, taking the sea-trout home in time to give Susie an evening barbeque. 

The summer solstice in Norway usually appears within a month from then - around 21 June, when 
the sun barely sets in Oslo. Just a half-hour’s gloaming before it pops up again above the horizon. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Skaugumsåsen at midnight. 
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Nothing can really describe the sensation – time stands still, while nature holds her breath. 

In the far north, at Mevik, way inside the Arctic Circle, I took this picture on the stroke of midnight.  

Within the Arctic circle?     What’s that about….?   Kindly allow me to explain.  

Shortly after being offered the job with Nice Opera, we decided to buy a car – a Citroën BX16 which 
we got tax-free from Denmark at a ridiculously low price. The idea was to take a driving holiday with 
it around northern Norway before heading down to southern climes, where we would turn it in and 
pay the tax after a year. That was the plan, anyway – more of what transpired anon… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(NB Danish number plates) 
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The holiday turned out to be the experience of a lifetime - I won’t bore you with all the details, 
except to say we drove up to Narvik, a town situated not terribly far from the North Pole, turned left 
at the traffic lights, and threaded our way down the islands of Lofoten. Drive-on ferries available at 
every turn. A couple of nights sleeping in a rorbu near the bottom end of the islands caused all the 
world’s problems to evaporate and fade away into insignificance. 

And the following evening we caught the 
overnight ferry from Reine to Bodø, 
back on the mainland.  

If you can call it that. There’s more 
water than land everywhere – fresh, 
salty, glacial (no fizzy). I say salty, 
though the melting ice dramatically 
reduces the saline content of the ocean. 

The fish population, you’ll be pleased to 
hear, is as a result thoroughly 
cosmopolitan - unsegregated, and 

politically correct. 

The final town on the Lofoten archipelago - right at the bottom of the chain - is suitably named Å. 
(Pronounced “aw” - perversely the final letter of the Norwegian alphabet, though you can quite see 
the sense in sandwiching the rest in between A and Å). Just above Å is Reine, from whence we 
caught the ferry : 

 

A natural setting to rival Cape Town, in South Africa? 
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A shortish drive out of Bergen is one of the most picturesque stave churches in Norway. A visit, we 
decided, that was too good to miss. 

A chequered history surrounds this edifice. Built originally in 
1150 at Fortun near Sognefjord, then rebuilt in 1879, it was 
finally moved to its present location in 1883. 

Some cretin proceeded 
to burn It down in 1992, 
objecting to its location 
on an ancient site of 
pagan origin, and it was 
eventually 
reconstructed in 1997. 

These stave churches 
are uncanny objects, 
not least because sacred 
and pagan seem to 
cohabit perfectly 
equably, all around - 
and indeed within - 
them. 

Being inside resembles nothing so much as the galley of a Viking vessel – expect the crack of a whip 
at any second and apply yourself to the oars…. 

Mildly overawed after our visit, we missed our turning and stupidly drove straight back into Bergen’s 
heaviest rush-hour traffic. Which was slightly worrying, as any serious delay would mess up the next 
stage in our carefully planned itinerary. We were due to cross the Hardangerfjord by ferry before 
hitting the Hardangervidda national park, across which we needed to travel eastwards to reach 
home near Oslo, before embarking the following day on the final leg of the trip…… down to the 
Mediterranean. Quite an ambitious trajectory, all told, as I’m sure you’ll agree. 

Well, as a result of the traffic delay we missed the planned ferry, and had to wait a couple of hours 
for the next one. Hanging around at the quayside, we remarked on the arrival of several police cars. 
Then a succession of helicopters flying overhead….. 

When the boat finally arrived not everyone was allowed on board – police cars were given 
immediate precedence in the vehicle bay, and, being at the front of the queue, we got to join them. 
The stony faces of the officers precluded idle questions, so it wasn’t until later, half way up the valley 
on the other side, that we discovered something was seriously amiss. 

The road had been officially closed off, so we were obliged to drive into the nearest camping site to 
book ourselves into a chalet. As this was how we had spent almost every night on the road so far it 
was business as usual, but of course everyone was anxious to know what justified the road closure 
etc. Something fairly consequential no doubt, like a landslide or major rockfall - but nothing 
prepared us for the gravity of what finally emerged. 

Somebody had a radio and was listening to the news…..several people were in floods of tears as the 
tale unfolded. 
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Just a few kilometres up the Måbødalen from where we were stationed was a mountain pass, 
culminating in a road tunnel straight through the mountainside. On the other side lay the 163 metre 
high waterfall of Vøringfossen (a further attraction which we had planned to visit). The road’s 
altitude descended quite considerably within the tunnel before emerging on a steep curve above a 
precipice – here’s the giddy view from the top : 

 

 

It transpired that a coachload carrying schoolkids 
on holiday with a few parents from Sweden had 
run into trouble.  

The brakes had failed mid-tunnel, and the driver 
was desperately trying to regain control before 
the exit, where he knew the precipice awaited. 

Putting his own life on the line, he repeatedly ran 
the bus into the walls of the tunnel to slow it 
down….. 

….. before finally crashing it inside the tunnel. 

He lost his life, along with 12 children and 3 
parents.  

19 lives were spared. 

 

 

 

Setting out the following morning we reflected that, had we not been caught in the Bergen rush-
hour traffic, we would have reached the intended Hardangerfjord ferry on time, bypassed the 
chalets, and just possibly have been in that tunnel at the time of the accident…..a chilling thought. 

Following a year’s driving in France with Danish tax-free number plates, I was obliged to present 
myself at the customs in the Vieux Port at Nice for the day of reckoning. After consulting catalogues 
closely, and lots of hums and ha’s, the two duty officers pronounced my particular model of Citroën 
non-existent, fictitious, spurious, invented, inauthentic – whatever – and therefore its value could 
not be determined for tax purposes. The onus was on me to establish its true value with Citroën by 
obtaining a certified document from them. When I called the big C they said that as the model was 
fabricated uniquely for export to Denmark the notion of its having a value in France was inapplicable, 
indeterminable, null, void, stupid, irrelevant - just forget about it. 

Returning to the customs I found them at a loss to produce further adjectives which might usefully 
elucidate and expedite the situation – that list having been thoroughly exhausted by this time, as 
were we all. They advised me to go away, consult further with Citroën, and in the event of a 
continuing blank wall they would charge me tax based on a model one level up, something I found 
distinctly unfair. As did they, clearly, since one of them sheepishly pointed out to me that if I 

Måbødalen 
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managed to prolong the affair for another couple of weeks we’d run into the period when the 
taxable value would drop to less than half.  

Happy faces all round as I left the building – entente cordiale and honour satisfied…….. 

 

Recently got back from auditioning young singers in London, Manchester and Dublin – between 40 
and 50 a day for a whole week! Trying to keep cool and applying rigorously the same standards to 
candidate number one on Monday morning as the last on Friday is no easy matter. 

There are always nice little bonuses though, like bumping into Will Schofield down at the Warehouse 
Studios, Waterloo. Will is our principal cellist at Wexford and plays with the Academy of St. Martin in 
the Fields, as well as being cellist of the Emperor String Quartet. 

The Academy happened to be rehearsing down there 
while we were having auditions, so we were able to 
meet and catch up. He’s grown a beard, though he 
promised me it would be gone by the time we hit 
Wexford later in the year. 

How he knows that I’ve no idea. 

Will did such an impeccable job on the continuo of the 
Buxtehude Membra Jesu Nostri in 2016, as did the rest 
of the team, but having a principal cello who really 
listens to the singers, breathes with them and phrases 
along like a dream is a rare privilege, and relieves the 
conductor of such a vast amount of worry. 

 

Getting back to where this all started – the relative demise of the world’s major opera companies – 
we are seeing a seismic shift in emphasis, from big companies in big theatres performing big rep in a 
big way - to fragmentation. There are compensations, should you like to look at things that way. In 
place of the colossi, small companies and festivals are springing up right and left, most of them 
focusing on promoting young singers as a come-on to potential funding, both from national reserves 
and the business community. Of course the major companies present a similar portfolio in another 
guise, and we have for example the National Opera Studio, attached to ROH, which evolved from 
what was in my time the London Opera Centre. The rationale is fairly obvious. 

“It’s the way forward for opera – our young singers, directors, designers, composers and conductors 
– the future depends on them.” 

Well, yes……..that’s absolutely right up to a point……. the question is though, does that particular 
vision define the whole picture? Or are we neglecting something important? 

OK, it’s bringing stuff to the people, making things accessible physically and at affordable prices. 
Principal part of the mission of these little companies is to travel to places, rather than have 
audiences travel to them, so what’s not to like? 

Well, I’ll tell you something interesting. As somebody who was brought up in the Anglican cathedral 
musical tradition, whose youthful ambition was to become a cathedral organist, and who read music 
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at Oxford, entering the world of opera in my mid/late twenties was a culture shock of dynamic 
proportions. 

At the ENO there were two of us in the same boat – Mark Elder and I. He’d been a chorister at 
Canterbury Cathedral and a choral scholar at Cambridge, and we became good friends. One of his 
first remarks to me when I joined the Music Staff was “We’ve got to look after each other,” and I 
soon saw what he meant. The particular background that we shared was regarded with slight 
suspicion as being snooty and out of touch with the real world of coal miner’s sons and Liverpool 
dock welders who made up a fair proportion of the 1970’s ENO. 

Even Charlie Mackerras, the Musical Director, who hailed from Deown Under, despite his musical 
erudition and ostensibly scholarly demeanour was at heart a rough diamond. 

I’m trying to paint two very clear, contrasting pictures – one of retentive, slightly clipped Oxbridge 
vowels and considered speech - the other of back-slapping guffaws, frequently ribald joking, and 
general raucousness. 

As far as the actual singing went there were certain parallels – my colleagues at St. Paul’s, by virtue 
of being professional singers, already represented a rather different animal from the precious 
Oxbridge choral scholars some of them had been, and yet compared with opera singers were still 
vocally buttoned-up. The opera singers I suddenly found myself coaching vocalised in an open-
hearted, generous way, completely free of self-conscious constriction. Suddenly there was this 
magnificent raw material which invited honing, refining, and musical sculpting – unique, God-given 
talent. 

So there you have it – two very different types of singer, each with his own distinctive qualities, 
virtues and faults.  

Vive la difference, say I. And it worries me that such distinctions are fast being eroded by singing 
competitions, charitable foundations, the media, plus the well-intentioned training schemes we 
have spoken about above. 

Not wishing to be negative about it, I think it’s time we put a stop to people thinking they can sing in 
an “operatic” way simply by forcing their voices and just being caricatures of the real thing. Sadly, 
too many of our young sopranos now have disturbing flutters – poorly anchored support - and 
conversely we see baritones and/or basses gurning with tight jaws and artificially gripped, darkened 
voices.  

Currently the mezzos rule the roost as typically having the freest, most natural sounding vocal 
emission of the young brood. They also tend to have that kind of inner composure which draws one 
in, rather than trying to push you into the back of your seat. So maybe there’s something to learn 
there – our short list at Wexford this year is brimming with excellent mezzos. We’ve still a lot of 
filtering, casting details to sort out, budgets to be finalised and other things to be dealt with before 
making final contractual offers…… 

Let’s hope not too many of them get snaffled up by other opera organisations – we might just have 
the dream team!  

As we speak (figuratively) Jacob Zuma has just stepped down from the South African Presidency, to 
be replaced by Cyril Ramaphosa – Mandela’s number one choice to succeed him all those years ago. 
History will decide, but it seems to me the ANC already showed signs of serious internal disfunction 
when it overrode Mandela’s wishes and appointed Thabo Mbeki as President. The Mbeki-Zuma 
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lineage has clearly not been a good thing for the country, and it remains to be seen how much 
deeply encrusted mismanagement and corruption Ramaphosa is able to unravel – or really wants to.  

Turning the clock back is clearly not an option. Hopefully it’s ticking for the ANC, and maybe, maybe 
the DA (Democratic Alliance) will persevere in its progress, unique among all the South African 
political parties, towards increasing its share of the vote at every national election since 1994. The 
DA is already in charge of the Cape Province – the largest in the country – and is the most multi-
racial party in South Africa. It HAS to govern sooner rather than later, otherwise the country’s future 
is Zimbabwe’s. 

Just been listening to Ramaphosa’s inaugural State of the Nation speech. Sitting right in front of him 
in the assembly was F.W. de Klerk – the State President of South Africa who released Nelson 
Mandela from prison, dismantled the apartheid system, and oversaw the 1994 multi-racial election 
which brought Mandela to power. He then graciously allowed himself to serve as Vice-President 
under Mandela in order to help ensure a smooth transition, and although the two didn’t always see 
eye to eye, between them they accomplished the miracle of avoiding the civil war to which the 
country was inevitably, seemingly, doomed. A formidable team. 

While I felt it was gracious of Ramaphosa to acknowledge De Klerk’s presence in the assembly, it 
seemed distinctly ungracious to refer to him as “Former Deputy President” as though his preceding 
status as full State President were somehow invalid, null, and void – rather like my Citroën. 

One of the compensations for being stuck in London over a few days during the auditions is to stay 
with the family up in Muswell Hill. 

 

Our last night all together in London 
before shooting off to Manchester. 

 

 

And don’t let’s forget Valentine’s Day, Grandpa! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


