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Promised myself not to post anything gloomy 

this month, but as I write it’s still Lent.  

So Ristretto has just done a couple of 

Passiontide concerts featuring two of Haydn’s 

Seven Last Words from the Cross.  

(Hmm, that does read a bit oddly, seeing as 

Haydn lived to a ripe old age and died of 

natural causes……) 

So, Haydn’s Die sieben letzten Worte 

unseres Erlösers am Kreuze, if you prefer. 

Has it ever struck you as curious that there is so much magnificent Passiontide music around, and 

yet so very little stuff by comparison to celebrate Easter itself?  Liturgical reasons? Take for example, 

Bach’s Easter Oratorio, which is a trifling affair compared with the St. Matthew Passion. Not to 

mention his monumental B minor Mass, two movements of which Ristretto also performed to mirror 

the Haydn, namely Et incarnatus and (predictably, given the season) Crucifixus. 

Haydn, as is well known, was full of practical jokes : witness the cutting off the fellow chorister’s 

pigtail during Mass as St. Stephen’s Cathedral, Vienna, much to the amusement of the Empress 

Maria Theresa of Austria, who giggled sympathetically, but couldn’t prevent Haydn being fired on 

the spot - after being caned by the choirmaster, Reutter, of course. (Haydn, I mean, not the Empress. 

Well, you know what I mean - these enclosed royal circles….) 

So, bearing that in mind, you might expect Haydn to come up with something more upbeat than his 

profoundly lugubrious Die sieben letzten Worte. In point of fact the work underwent various 

transformations, starting life as an orchestral piece, then a string quartet, then an oratorio, and 

finally appearing in its ultimate guise as a piano piece. What’s the story behind this? 

 Here, translated, is Haydn’s own text to the preface of the original Breitkopf&Härtel edition : 
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Actually the circumstances are slightly confusing because the work started life as a purely orchestral 

piece, and not the oratorio initially implied in the Cadiz commission. The last version for piano was 

probably a promotional exercise on the part of the publisher, which slightly makes me think of the el 

cheapo version of the Brahms Requiem for piano duet - intended to be performed privately in 

London. Having conducted it once myself, as well as the “normal” full orchestral version several 

times, I know which I prefer and am of the opinion that this condensed, token instrumentation of 

the Brahms does the work no favours. Aha, I hear you say – what about the Rossini Petite Messe 

Solennelle? Aha, I reply – reverse order. This was composed for performance in a private Parisian 

dwelling, the voices accompanied by piano duet and harmonium. Rossini later orchestrated the work 

for large scale public performance. Another kettle of fish entirely, you might think, yet actually not, 

because, as in 99% of cases, the composer’s initial thoughts were best, and Rossini’s Messe 

Solennelle would do well to remain Petite. 

What is miraculous about the Haydn Seven Last Words, though, is that he actually grafted the vocal 

lines onto the existing orchestral texture without changing a thing, and produced an oratorio. And I 

am a tooootal hypocrite of course, because we cheekily sang the piece with a string quintet, in a 

bastardised 

compromise 

between the 

various 

accepted 

versions. 

Surprisingly 

effective 

though. 

 

This picture, 

so utterly 

heartbreaking 

that it hardly 

bears looking 

at, just about 

sums it up... 
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In a loose moment Haydn declared Die sieben letzten Worte to be his greatest work – all in all, not a 

wild assessment.  

Back on earth, or at the ranch rather, there’s still snow in them thar hills above Villeneuve Loubet, 

which of course translates into rain at lower altitude, up- and downstream of the village, flooding 

out the car-parks, glug-glug.  

The view from the sea affords a pretty (sic) ample recompense though : 
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Not bad, hey? It’s what you get as you about-face for the return trip on our local walk along the river 

(cf eulogy in Sept./Oct. 2016 blog). Actually that’s a fib, as this is clearly taken with a telephoto lens 

from Antibes, a few kilometres further along the coast than our habitual volte-face, but intrinsically 

you’re looking at much the same view. Spectacular. 

Goody, the Easter Bunny seems to have brought CCC’s (= Clement Climactic Conditions) at last, 

enabling the banksia on our terrace to flourish like nobody’s business. 

Having survived the April showers of a fortnight before (a single day’s rain can demolish the 

burgeoning blooms until their comeback next year) the old thing’s gone crazy and risen up onto the 

trellis supporting our grapevine. (It’s Easter now….) But, tattily moribund as it looks, once that vine 

gets going in a few weeks it brooks no opposition, so make hay while the sun shines, banksia baby! 

Now, who’s this? 

Even those that knew him might not recognise Harold 

Blackburn here as Sparafucile in Verdi’s Rigoletto at Sadler’s 

Wells Opera during the 1950’s. 

Certainly when I knew Harry some twenty-odd years later he’d 

lost the menacing stare, and was an adorably wicked joker. 

Harold Blackburn, bass - colleague and buddy of David Ward 

and Peter Glossop in the Sadlers Wells chorus. Phenomenal 

singers, all three. Colleagues, maybe, but more significantly, 

drinking partners and fairly rampant womanisers.  

Well, I can’t really vouch for the last from personal 

experience, but by all accounts the three of them made hay in 

the springtime of youth - much like our banksia. 
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Certainly Harry’s capacity for drink remained undiminished with the advancing years and when I 

knew him at the ENO, after coaching sessions he used to drag me round to the Lemon Tree - the pub 

behind the Coliseum stage door - where we downed a few glasses. (At least…. well, OK…maybe more 

than a few - my memory remains vague on the subject.) 

It all started off with Wagner’s Ring on tour, conducted, 

exceptionally, by Charlie Mackerras. (Note the commas around 

“exceptionally”.)  

Had to try his hand at everything, did Charles, and most of the time 

it worked. But not always. I’d already had an inkling before joining 

the company when I saw (rather than heard) The Mastersingers, 

which he conducted with a world-beating cast of Remedios, Bailey, 

Curphey, Howell, Hammond-Stroud. Pity. Voices covered by 

orchestra most of the time….. 

All the more 

revealing then, 

was The 

Rhinegold a 

few nights later under the baton of Reggie 

Goodall, with a cast including several of the 

same singers. Every word, every nuance, every 

detail of the orchestration was clearly audible 

in the 3000-seater auditorium. Impressive, 

especially considering the Meistersinger which 

Charlie conducted is only scored for the 

standard 19th century orchestration of double 

winds etc, whereas Das Rheingold sports 

quadruple winds, quadruple brass with eight 

horns, plus Wagner tubas, two sets of timpani, six harps, and (you guessed) anvils. All in all, getting 

on for twice as many musicians, strings apart – over 100 in toto.  Nevertheless under Goodall the 

voices were heard, their text utterly transparent, and the story revealed down to the very last detail 

of its typically convoluted Wagnerian plot. 

All the same, the wave of sound from the pit was sumptuous, and, believe me, the orchestra plays 

the same way whether in English or German – no getting away from it. Anvils? Yes, the Nibelungs 

hammering away at the gold, of course, forging rings and things.  

 

I even played one of them backstage (anvil, I mean).  Actually they were pieces of railway line which 

we hit with steel hammers. I particularly remember trying some out in the British Rail engine sheds. 

Gruelling audition, but I’ve heard worse….. 
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Life’s rich tapestry. 

My first encounter with Wagner’s Ring, then, was under the direction of Charles, not Reggie – that 

blissful encounter was to come later. Among other things Charlie gave me the offstage conducting to 

take care of in The Valkyrie. Harry, whom I didn’t know from a bar of soap, was singing the role of 

Hunding on tour in Glasgow. We met for the first time backstage and I had to give him his offstage 

cue “Wehwalt, Wehwalt, stand there and fight – else I’ll stick my sword up your fundament” or some 

such literary turn of phrase.  I gave Harry the cue on time, and as soon as it was over he turned to 

me and asked “Was tha’ reeeet, son?” “Of course” said I. “Weeell thet was the first blloody tame I’ve 

gawt it reet then”. (He came from near Glasgow.) 

From then on I could do no wrong. On returning from the tour I was summoned by the Head of 

Music staff and regaled with a long story of Harry’s escapades outside the opera house, particularly 

his propensity to call in sick if the weather was nice, when he would skip rehearsals to go off fishing. 

It appeared that Lord Harewood, Managing Director English National Opera, first cousin to Queen 

Elizabeth II, and 6th in the line of succession to the Throne (his other qualifications for the job  escape 

me for the moment) was royally pissed off with Harry and was planning to fire him. 

I think the straw that broke the camel’s back was the choice of 

Baron Ochs in Der Rosenkavalier. Harry was the one cast, and like 

the die, it looked like being his undoing. 

Harry never really learnt the role properly – and having cancelled 

rehearsals and even performances right and left, he was heading 

for the chop.  

Unbeknownst to him, he had also been cast as Kutuzov, the role 

in which Norman Bailey had distinguished himself during the first 

run of Prokofiev’s War and Peace.  Possibly as a honey trap. 

George Harewood probably reckoned Harry would never learn 

Kutuzov properly, and would be fired at the dress rehearsal for 

not having mastered his part. 

Hazel Vivienne, my boss, wanted me to coach Harry in order to 

save his bacon, as I was currently the only one likely to entice him 

away from his fishing in order to rehearse. 

 

So, after several sessions’ coaching, each followed by a recuperative in the Lemon Tree, Harry was 

finally ready. Come the dress rehearsal, and in the front row of stalls (high visibility) sat the 

execution squad – Managing Director, Musical Director, Director of Productions, you name it. 

For those who don’t know the War and Peace story, Napoleon’s successful invasion of Russia has 

taken him to within spitting distance of Moscow. After the Battle of Borodino (7 September 1812) it 

only remains for him to mop up by taking the nation’s capital. Victory’s within his grasp – yeay!! 

George Harewood 
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“Gentlemen, do we stand and fight, or shall we retreat behind Moscow?” asks Kutuzov of the 

beleaguered Russian generals gathered at the Council of Fili. Eventually the decision to retreat is 

taken and the generals retire, leaving Kutuzov alone with his thoughts. He opens the window, and 

the sound of bells from St. Basil’s Cathedral comes flooding in. Hearing it, he pours forth his voice in 

response - a magnificent hymn to Moscow, sung with tears streaming down his cheeks. 

In Colin Graham’s celebrated ENO production the farmer’s little daughter clutching her dolly has 

witnessed the whole proceedings from the safety of a hay-bale, concealed from the generals. On 

seeing Kutuzov’s distress she runs to him, offering her little dolly as comfort. Well, not only Kutuzov, 

but 3000 people in a packed theatre dabbed their eyes along with Kutuzov – quite a coup de théâtre, 

yet one with some historical justification apparently. 

Question – would the Russians decide to beat a retreat, and more importantly, would Harry 

remember his music and words?????? 

Comes the decisive moment : Harry marches down to the front of the stage and, glaring at the 

assembled beaks lining the front row of the audience, delivers the following in his thunderous bass 

“Gentlemen, do we stand and fight, or shall we retreat behind……… GLASGOW?” 

Corpse the orchestra, conductor, all the generals on stage, music staff, production staff, half the 

execution squad in the front….. peals of laughter all round, collapse of stout parties. 

Situation defused. And of course Harry gets away with it again. Blue murder – back to business as 

usual. 

Business as usual from then on amounted to my coaching and prompting him in Der Rosenkavalier, 

which he finally nailed, by common consent performing the best Baron Ochs in all the revivals of 

John Copley’s production. Very little to do with me, I may add – the man was a comic genius. 

Meanwhile – in a farmhouse near Moscow… 
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Harry was also responsible for my being offered a job in South Africa, but more of that another time. 

If you look him up you’ll see he was renowned for the magnificence of his voice and his clarity of 

diction. Opera singers in those days were often poorly educated, yet possessed of what I deem real 

voice and stage presence, as opposed to today’s tick-the-boxes, intelligent, media-savvy artists. 

A contemporary of Harry, Ava was born in the East End of 

London in 1931. She was a real cockney, and yet enjoyed an 

international career in the world’s great opera houses. 

By the time I knew her she was approaching the twilight of her 

career. She was the sweetest, loveliest person imaginable. 

I coached her as the Marschallin in Der Rosenkavalier, where 

towards the end of Act one she sings a monologue lamenting 

her passing years, and her conscience telling her to give up her 

young lover, Octavian. 

Every time we got to it Ava would sniff quietly, get out her 

hankie and dab her eyes. “Sorry, love, I’m just being silly.” 

And then she couldn’t sing for five minutes, so we’d have to 

go and get a coffee…. 

 

One day I felt I simply had to pull her up. “Look Ava, stage rehearsals start in a week’s time, and then 

it’s the performances. You’ve got to get over it.” 

(Uh-oh, shouldn’t have done it!) 

Instantaneous complete transformation from huggable cockney sweetheart to frosty diva. I suddenly 

understood what it was that enabled someone to command attention in a 3000-seater auditorium. 

“How long you been working here?”  

“Oh, about six months.” 

“Well I’ve been here for twenty-five years, and I can tell you that on the night it’s not me that’s going 

to cry, but the audience.” 

She was dead right. She held them in the palm of her hand, night after night. 

Part of the secret was good diction – something she had in common with Harry.  

Words. We began all this talking about words – Our Saviour’s, to name but seven. 

 

 

In daily life Harry spoke broad Glaswegian, and Ava - East End Poplar. In the theatre however 

everything they uttered onstage was comprehensible - pronounced clearly, unaffectedly, and 

imaginatively delivered. That’s opera singers, ensuring artistic communication with their audience.  

Ava June, soprano 
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What about television news readers, then, who transmit purely factual information? 

Isn’t it even more important that they get their message across properly? 

Of course it is. 

Nothing wrong with regional accents, as long as the information is imparted with crystal clarity.  

Estuary English, on the other hand, is a blurry, slovenly speech affectation, and therefore has no 

place in a public forum like Sky News for example, where an informative, factual delivery is the 

keystone – no whining, gushing, or emoting, and above all ensure an unambiguous delivery….no? 

Howz about this - on telly the other day - then? 

“Hunjwids erv peepouwl fwom 

chubbwled c**tcheese sjuggw to gain 

enchy inter ver UK”. 

And later : “ver Wok of Jibwawter.” 

C’mon, give us a break – what were we 

supposed to make of that? Delivered 

in a fashionable transatlantic nasal 

whine, too - no great aid to 

comprehension. 

Anyway, let’s try another : Breaking news! (or wind?) Here’s our correspondent on the spot: 

 

 “You should have seen the joy in their 

faeces”.  

 

Should I?  

 

Really? 

 

Of course the lady reporter’s Scottish, but that’s a slim justification for scatology. In either case, the 

children might be watching. In France it’s not called the news, but les Infos – and for good reason. 

These two girls mean what they say, but don’t say what they mean. Sorry folks, it’s their job. They’re 

on television and both beautiful girls, I know, but why on earth should I have to read between the 

lines? 

Hmmm… 

One final word before I’m done – both Received Pronunciation and Estuary English are ways of 

covering up who you are, from whence you come, and generally being OK. OK?  OK. 

RP, though, should not be confused with Posh (We seew enjeye clippd viles in ah tine hise), which 

like EE is an affectation. Both Posh and EE obscure clear communication, the very ideal for which RP 
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strives. The annoying habit of declaring something about yourself through speech patterns is like a 

fashion statement, ie thinking that clothes define you, which of course they don’t.  

Except as a nonentity perhaps? 

 


