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Maybe you’d already come across this one – I certainly hadn’t until Susie walked in our front door 
giggling, and showed me the above shot she’d grabbed through the bus window en passant.  

Here’s a rough translation for Brexiteers: An apple a day keeps the doctor away (sounds familiar, 
doesn’t it?... but wait…) as long as you aim correctly.  

Ha ha ha! Refreshingly cheeky thing to see on the typically discreet, po-faced street frontage of this 
medical laboratory. But Churchill? Churchill? Are you sure? I looked it up : the time-honoured dictum 
actually owes its origins to 19th century Wales.  Nothing to do with Churchill as implied, although he 
might well have come out with it. (Churchill? Gay?) 

And Ben? Sprayed on from the exterior perhaps - a grafitto? No, surely not….OK, appended from 
within, as a kind of afterthought then. You know - a corrective - an oblique reference to Benjamin 
Franklin. Looked him up too, and though the phrase is quite frequently misattributed to Franklin, I 
somehow don’t think so………well maybe…… 

Ah! “Ben” might also be that multi-purpose French utterance which always annoys me. A vocal 
gesture as much as an actual word, like the Gallic shrug it’s cryptic, ubiquitous, and unnecessary.  

(There I go. Pompous old me.)   Oh well…..anyone’s guess then. 
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Bon ben alors, let’s get back to the history board (bored?). I’ve deliberately left the rest of the 
Wexford story to this current blog because the Wexford festival nowadays bats through an extra 
week into November - very nearly running into Bonfire Night. (Not that that’s much celebrated in 
the Republic of Ireland!) 

Neither is the British Royal Family. Irish 
folks hold trenchant views on them, so 
it’s prudent not to invite discussion by 
broaching the subject (or monarch). 

Clearly the couple which owns the 
cottage where I hang out is 
ambivalent, as there are various 
coronation mugs slung around the 
kitchen, lurking amongst the myriad 
knick-knacks which clutter up every 
available inch of shelf space. 

Standing on the window sill is Ma‘am 
herself – next to the big fat chef. As 
the temperature rises she begins to 
wave graciously, but the instant it 
drops Her Majesty visibly loses her 
enthusiasm and the waving stops. 

Yet, remaining constant and loyal as 
duty demands, she holds her hand up 
as if to say “Dewn’t bleem me – Gawd 
determines these metters, nought 
eye.” 

 

Really, the cottage is altogether charming, probably like 
its owners - though sadly I’ve yet to meet them. Been 
lodged there now for five festivals in succession. 

(Apparently he’s a well-known Irish folk-singer, and they 
spend most of their time in New York.) 

Susie usually manages to join me twice during the two 
months that I’m there – for a week on each occasion.  

Her second visit is cunningly timed to coincide with the 
last week of the festival, so I don’t have to worry too 
much about packing for the return trip home! 

But I do all the cooking, which is a bit of light relief after 

the murky dramas in the theatre. The Davitt Road kitchen 
seems huge after the typical nifty little French coin 
cuisine that we have become used to over the years. 
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In addition to its charm, the cottage’s main advantage lies in its relative proximity to the theatre – a 
short 10 minutes stroll, or an extended 5 minutes trot, depending on how late I’m running. It’s the 
ideal distance : sufficient to get work out of your hair at the end of the day, but close enough to 
reach the stage door quickly in case of emergency, or even there and back if I’ve forgotten 
something like a score – you can’t carry six operas around all day! The cottage also houses a piano 
(don’t forget the owner’s a musician) which is why my scores tend to end up in Davitt Road instead 
of the music staff room cupboard at the theatre…just in case you were wondering. 

Six operas did I say? I’d forgotten about Handel’s Dixit Dominus, which I conducted on the final day 
of the festival. 

 

Composed by Handel at the age of 22 when in Rome, the work clearly demonstrates the composer’s 
propensity to highlight drama in any given context, whether it be an oratorio, opera, or a motet – 
Dixit being a kind of composite of all three. 

Exactly why the piece is an apt choice for the opera house!  

Last season but one we performed Buxtehude’s Membra Jesu Nostri in front of the décor of Barber’s 
Vanessa - this time around we’re looking at Bolcom’s Dinner at Eight. Both American operas – 
Barber 20th century, and Bolcom 21st.  

A touch incongruous, you might think. Anachronistic, too, for a backdrop to music written in 1707, 
yet it does manage to suggest the latent dramatic potential inhabiting so much great music from the 
baroque era. The Bach Passions per esempio….. 
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Felicitously our Wexford musicians were largely au fait with period practice, as several of them 
perform with prominent baroque bands both in Ireland and the UK, so absolutely no worries there. 

Contrary to what I had expected, though, coaxing stylistic elegance from the chorus proved a tiny bit 
more problematic. Perfectly understandable when you think that they spent every night belting out 
operas written for a chorus of 60-plus choristers at the tops of their voices : whereas, in fact, they 
numbered max 32 in Mercadante’s Il Bravo - their most demanding opera of the season.   

Fortunately though, the flattering acoustic of the new Wexford opera house permits us to get away 
with quite a lot. That, plus the top-quality voices we attract into the chorus, makes it all work. Our 
choristers are pretty young – average age low thirties. Not only the chorus, it seems, but conductors 
too. Here’s a selfie taken by Jonathan Brandani, the very talented young Italian conductor of Il Bravo  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

That’s him, in the front obviously – but wait! Who’s that crusty pair of 70-plus-year-olds to the left? 
Well, actually the story of Il Bravo concerns an old-folks’ home (pictured) into which the senile 
couple has just been forcefully shoehorned. You can see the ancient pair is totally gaga - lost it, 
Alzheimer’s, you name it - smiling away into the camera as the young family which has managed to 
get shot of them (at last) gives the thumbs-up. Typical mafioso stuff of 19th century Italian libretti. 

Yeah - about as relevant to Mercadante’s opera as the actual Wexford production of Il Bravo turned 
out to be. I kind of hinted as much in the previous blog, but won’t go on about it now. Nice subject 
for a book, which I’ll write to while away the hours spent in the asylum.  

Wexford visitors this year included Marion Gaskin and Marianne Aston – their third time around, I 
think – plus David James. Turns out that Maestro Brandani and his wife are big fans of the Hilliard 
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Ensemble, having attended many of their concerts and participated in their master-classes in Rome. 
Sadly the timing of David’s arrival wasn’t quite right for me to reconnect them, but what a small 
world we live in, we musicians! 

So, arriving back in Villeneuve Loubet literally on Bonfire Night, we barely had a week to get things 
together ahead of Susie’s departure for South Africa - principally to celebrate her brother Paul’s 70th 
birthday (below). Sadly I couldn’t join them because I had to dive straight into rehearsals for our 
annual Messiah in Monaco – just over three weeks ahead. 

Freezing as it may be here in Europe, don’t forget 
that down there in the southern hemisphere 
daytime temperatures shoot up well into the 30’s 
centigrade during our winter months. 

Just look at that verdant greenery in Pretoria – 
doesn’t it make you yearn to be there? 

Up there on the Highveld – neighbouring 
Johannesburg is a full 1700 meters in altitude – not 
only is the climate particular, but air pressure and 
things like that have a knock-on effect. 

Montserrat Caballé, who sadly passed away during 
the Wexford season, once had to cancel a concert 
shortly after her arrival in in Johannesburg, owing 
to breathing difficulties. 

Most of Susie’s family lives up there, between the 
two metropoles (Jo’burg and Pretoria being only 
about 50km apart) and are fully adjusted… 

Here’s the younger two generations – Samantha 
and Jay, Paul’s two children, holding Samantha’s 
offspring Gia, Christian, and Mikey. 

Happy snappy! 

And it gives me a particularly warm feeling inside 
to know that all three little ones are now attending 
the very same school (St. Paulus) that my son Ben 
attended forty+ years ago. 

Susie’s dancing years with the Cape Town Ballet 
company mean she has a lot of friends in Cape 
Town, in addition to further branches of the 
family, so naturally that was her next port of call. 

And Jay happened to be going down to Cape Town 
(1500km away) on business. Here he is, below, 
with an old friend of ours from way back : Marisa 
Marchio, part of that wonderful Italian community 
responsible for nurturing opera in South Africa. 
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Marisa sang Violetta in a 
Traviata production 
which I conducted in the 
Cape, as well as coming 
to Pietermaritzburg to 
sing for me.  

I recall her accomplished 
Leonora in a concert 
performance of La Forza 
with my PMB Phil. Orch., 
of which she still has a 
recording. She passed on 
a copy to us as a 
treasured memento of 
those happy times for 
music in South Africa. 

 

I’ll refrain from wittering on about the decline of symphony orchestras in that country – in fact I’d 
like to refer back to the subject with reference to David Tidboald, my ex-boss in CAPAB (Cape 
Performing Arts Board), whose sad death in July 2018 surely merited a considerably greater 
outpouring of tributes than has generally appeared so far. But that’s for a future blog. 

I guess the symphonic decline is partly owing to the enhanced profile of opera since the black 
African succession, whilst everything else musical, ballet included, has been pushed down because of 
“eurocentric” connotations. Partly understandable, as there are many natural singing voices amidst 
the black population, indeed several have now become world stars – Pretty Yende for example.  

And this development is in no small part thanks to Angelo Gobbato, prominent among the above-
mentioned Italian operatic community in Cape Town, a group which also included the likes of 
Gregorio Fiasconaro, Franco Ferraris, Nicola Cenccherle, Marisa Marchio – the list goes on. Angelo 
retired in 2018, ending the era of predominantly Italian cultural influence in South African opera. 

This, to the left, isn’t quite Italy, but 
very nearly. Much closer to us than 
Cape Town, geographically speaking. 

Madone de Fenestre, at an altitude 
of very nearly 2000 metres, is 
actually in France (well - just). 

Climb any of those peaks and you’re 
on the border, or maybe even 
plummeting down the other side 
into Italy. 

Likely place for concerts? You must 
be joking….. 
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I’ve actually conducted one in the tiny chapel which you can see it at the far end of the courtyard. 

I spoke a moment ago, with reference to head-in-the-clouds Johannesburg, about the absolute 
necessity for a singer to arrive a few days in advance to acclimatise. Not only singers, it appears, but 
instrumentalists too.  

For example the effect of sudden altitude change on the reeds of wind instruments is quite 
catastrophic. Know the gob-smackingly wonderful Gran Partita of Mozart? 

During my time at the Nice Opera I was charged with conducting the Ensemble à Vent of the Nice 
Philharmonic on a summer concert series around the arrière-pays - in the foothills of the Alps - 
visiting ridiculously pretty towns and villages to perform concerts. On the menu : Mozart. 

The high spot of the tour, appropriately enough, involved an ascent to Madone de Fenestre. We left 
Nice (at sea level) in a bus and drove straight up there, arriving within a couple of hours or so. 

(Of course we didn’t drive straight up there. It’s about the most twisty, tortuous route imaginable, as 
you can well imagine.) That’ll do – Ed. 

Anyway, we only arrived in time to set up music stands etc before the audience came filing in. The 
principal oboe told me it wasn’t worth bothering with tuning, as the difference in altitude would 
involve a good few minutes playing to adjust, so we just drew breath and piled in : 

Double oboes, clarinets, corni di bassetto, bassoons, plus four horns, and a double bass (the only 
string instrument) combine at the outset to produce a sublimely rich, organ-like sonority. 
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Like an organ? 

Ever fed ducks on a pond with leftover chunks of bread? You know how they fight to grab the best 
bits, squawking away, fluffing their feathers and cackling at the tops of their voices? 

Not in B flat major, nor any identifiable key for that matter – oh no – total cacophony. The page 
you’ve just been looking at (Mozart’s autograph by the way) put me in mind of ducks as I gave the 
downbeat to the brave musicians. I was just sorry I hadn’t thought to bring any bread along. 

Never mind, the audience loved it – I mean, being mostly mountaineers and tourist guides, they 
weren’t too worried about split notes and malfunctioning reeds. I doubt they even noticed. 

No dodgy tuning during this year’s Ristretto Messiah on 1 December in Monaco, though. True, St. 
Pauls’ Anglican church lies at the top of a long staircase, but being approachable from the road 
above, altitude isn’t really a troublesome issue.  

(So, no need to bring along any leftover bits and pieces of bread.) 

Aha – but sweets - yes, perhaps. My old friend Bunny Botha at the Drakensberg Choir School used to 
cane boys for singing wrong notes, or for being annoyingly out of tune. But on the other hand, if he’d 
whacked the hell out of a boy the day before, during the following morning’s rehearsal he’d keep a 
vigilant eye out for the kid, and if the boy had heeded Bunny’s words and was visibly paying 
attention to rectifying his previous misdemeanours Bunny would delve into his pocket, and whilst 
conducting chuck a sweet with unerring aim at the boy in question. 

Two of Bunny’s Drakies, more deserving of sweets 
than wallops, decidedly did the school great credit by 
performing the stratospheric aria Der Hölle Rache 
kocht in meinem Herzen on TV with startling agility. 

The composer? Clue : he wrote stuff for ducks. 

The name of the boy on the left is clearly visible – an angelic 
look, despite the confusing hand-gestures - and the nipper on the right is called 

Jacques Imbrailo. Oh, and the composer’s name, in case you hadn’t put two and two together, is 
Mozart.  

Now, these two boys hadn’t sung together since Drakies days – not until 1 December 2018, that is, 
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 by which time they were into their 40’s.  

During the intervening years both have grown into artists of calibre – not just the technical wizards 
that those twelve-year-old renditions of the Queen of the Night’s aria might suggest. 

Here they are now, relaxing in between Messiah rehearsal and concert in the kitchen of Father 
Lawrence, the new Chaplain of St. Paul’s Anglican church in Monaco : 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It turned out to be an excellent performance, not least on account of the distinguished contribution 
made by these two, but also thanks to the Ristretto choir who really delivered the goods in a spirited 
performance - full of purposeful dramatic thrust, yet tempered by interesting detail and elegant 

phrasing.  

 

Just as an afterthought, a quick little selfie 
taken by Susie’s friend Amanda – yet another 
South African, would you believe – at the 
slightly drunken party afterwards. 

Faw Sarth Ifrikuns….gurning at the camera…. 

 

Roll on Messiah 2019! 

 


