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Brian Dickie once came to have dinner with us in Villeneuve Loubet, and before drinkies had been 
poured asked “Who are the eight greatest composers of all time? Come on, come on – don’t stop to 
think about it….” 

OK OK erm Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, Wagner, Verdi, ahem Stravinsky….erm… 

”Yes, yes….c’mon – aren’t you forgetting somebody?” 

Of course, Tchaikowsky! 

“OK, you can fill up our glasses.” 

Nikolai Kuznetsov’s 1893 portrait (above) tells it all, acknowledging the tortured soul who gave birth 
with considerable difficulty to the double bill of the opera Iolanta and the ballet Nutcracker. 
(Something missing?... Nutcracker. Annoying lack of article! Tough - no such thing as the in Russian) 

The birth was difficult partly because Tchaikowsky was unable to fulfil the commission on time.  
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Hanging out at the Carnegie Hall in New York when he should have been delivering in St. Petersburg 
was one thing, but while he was absent he heard of the death of his sister – something which lends 
credence to the darkness pervading the score. Just listen to the Sugar Plum Fairy (those bass clarinet 
slides are creepy), the Chinese Dance, the Arab Dance, and the Waltz of the Flowers - every one, 
although ostensibly tinsel, has a dark wrapper around it. 

The transition music, although less well known than the dance suite, is tortuous in its emotional 
complexity – why? Because it represents the passage from childhood into sexually active adulthood, 
which, given Tchaikowsky’s proclivities represented a distinctly risky terrain to explore at the time. 
(All those theories about him being forced to commit suicide by a “court of honour” on account of 
his homosexuality….) It is, nevertheless, and remains a very great piece of music. 

Why am I writing this? Well, because the Nutcracker, rather like the King’s Nine Lessons and Carols, 
is de rigeur over Christmas&New Year. Interesting, though, is the original coupling of Nutcracker 
with the one-act opera Iolanta. In fact Iolanta was immediately recognised as a masterpiece at its 
creation in St. Petersburg, but Nutcracker took years to gain ground, and of course has now 
completely superseded Iolanta in popularity.  

Anyway they were meant to be performed together, and that is starting to happen again, thank God. 
There’s a magnificent recording of Iolanta from the Mariinsky conducted by Gergiev, featuring  a 
star-studded cast including Dmitri Hvorostovsky, Gegam Grigorian, and Larissa Diadkova. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here they are, in that order – the first two now sadly departed this world. I had the privilege of 
working with all three – the latter two on the same production of Un Ballo in Maschera. Stunning 
voices. Particularly surprising in the case of Gegam, as he smoked about fifty cigarettes a day! 

I mentioned in a previous blog how Hvorostovsky, as a young unknown from Siberia, appeared at 
Nice Opera in tatty jeans and smacked us all in the gob with Yeletski’s aria from Tchaikowsky’s 
Queen of Spades. Blow me down, exactly the same a few years later with Larissa Diadkova in Verdi’s 
Ballo. I happened to be the assistant conductor again (Monaco this time) and uncannily exactly the 
same scenario as with Dmitri unfolded at the first music rehearsal with piano. Nobody knew her 
from a bar of soap, but as soon as she got up to sing Ulrica’s aria Re dell’abisso everybody realised a 
major talent had exploded on the scene. No tatty jeans on this occasion though - she cut an elegant 
and distinguished figure from the start. 

Well, as luck would have it, I encountered her a few months later in Baden Baden at the 
Festspielhaus, where she was singing with her Mariinsky Theatre company in Prokofiev’s The 
Gambler, conducted by Gergiev. I was involved with the European Union Opera production of 
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Onegin (Tchaikowsky again!), but I’d no idea she was going to be there. We bumped into one 
another goggle-eyed in a cafe in town, and she subsequently popped into a few of our Onegin 
rehearsals - I remember her attending one in the Festspielhaus where I was conducting for an Arte 
television documentary. 

I’ve let the last six months of 2018 go by without paying due respects to David Tidboald, my ex-boss 
in Cape Town, who passed away last July at the age of 92. I’ve mentioned him several times in these 
pages, especially with reference to the trip Susie and I took together to South Africa in 2015. We 
spent an unforgettable day with him and his partner Tjaart at their charming little cottage out in the 
Cape winelands. That was the last time we saw either of them……Tjaart died a few months after our 
visit, and David less than three years later. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here he is, long before I originally met him in 1978, firstly with actress Dame Flora Robson, then, 
after I’d started working for him, with soprano Birgit Nilsson. The latter encounter I remember 
distinctly – Nilsson was in her early 60’s, and he ten years younger. She’d come to Cape Town to sing 
with the then CAPAB symphony orchestra, conducted by David. All the old tubes – bits of Wagner 
(naturally), Verdi, and Puccini – but what stays with me is the closing scene from Strauß’s Salome, 
where that stupendous voice rang out over the orchestra - in which I happened to be tinkling away 
on celesta - pinning everybody to the walls (her voice, not my celesta, mind..). At 60-plus! 

I’d already encountered the Nilsson phenomenon in London – years earlier, at Covent Garden, 
where I was working with Reggie Goodall. I’d just come out of his studio up in the Gods (known to 
locals as Valhalla) and wandered into the auditorium. There was la Nilsson, onstage, whacking it out 
during a stage&orchestra rehearsal of Strauß’s Elektra with Carlos Kleiber in the pit. Kleiber stopped 
the orchestra to give out a few notes, and then asked his assistant (Jeffrey Tate, as I remember) to 
wander round the auditorium and assess the balance, particularly from the back of the stalls. 

After an appropriate lapse of time the assistant came hobbling down to the front “Maestro, I’m 
afraid I can’t hear…..”  

“I know. I know – don’t tell me – the trombones are drowning her voice. Trombones! You’re playing 
much too loudly at figure D.” 

“No, Maestro, that’s not the issue. The problem is, I can’t hear the trombones.” 
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Anyway, back to David for a moment. He was a naturally gifted conductor who really knew his scores 
backwards. Even a monster like the Liszt Faust Symphony, which he not only conducted from 
memory in performance, but rehearsed without a score, I remember. Amazing. 

He did so much to encourage young artists in South Africa, instrumentalists in particular, launching 
schemes where the more talented could appear as soloists with a fully professional symphony 
orchestra - David on the podium of course, supportive to the last. 

He was less sympathetic towards voices – I just don’t think they lit his fire, though he adored the 
theatre and everything theatrical. He had originally come to South Africa with Beryl Grey as a ballet 
conductor and went on to conduct many ballet performances with the CAPAB ballet company, which 
was at the time one of the finest in the world. (I have to say that, as Susie was a company member!) 

I still have nothing but the greatest admiration and respect for David as a musician – and I think he 
truly managed to change the world a little bit through conducting (which is what being a performing 
artist is all about). So what didn’t quite work with his approach to opera?  

Interesting. I think it was that he insisted on conducting the stage, instead of concentrating on the 
orchestra whilst allowing lines of communication to flow back and forth between stage and pit, as 
one should. On the other hand, people often mistakenly assume that orchestra and conductor are 
duty bound to accompany what’s going on onstage - in which case I can assure you things would fall 
apart in the first ten seconds. Bottom line - the conductor is in charge and has to exercise his musical 
and dramatic instincts, nevertheless remaining constantly alert and sympathetic to the singers.  

Opera and ballet differ from one another in that dancers require immutable tempi from the start, 
according to settled and notated choreography requirements. Opera on the other hand is more 
fluid, things to a large extent evolving between singer and conductor at rehearsals. I don’t think 
David ever quite got the hang of this, seeing the total control accorded to the conductor during 
symphony programmes as the complementary opposite of the comparative surrender required by 
ballet. Black and white in his mind. Opera, in reality, occupies a  grey area somewhere in between…. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Britten – The Turn of the Screw 
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Britten’s greatest opera? I think so, although people would probably plump for Grimes – some 

possibly for Billy Budd. In any event grey in its most sinister incarnation is the colour which springs 
to mind when you think of Henry James’s creepy story – the inspiration for Myfanwy Piper’s libretto, 
set to music by Britten and first performed in 1954. 

David conducted an outstanding production of the piece at Cape Town. The staging was by Angelo 
Gobbato with sets by Bruno Santini – stunningly effective. I’d already seen the piece while an 
undergraduate at Oxford - an English Opera Group production - and it had decidedly left its mark on 
me. Doubly so, when at the interval I turned to my friend next door and commented “Love it! The 
conductor certainly seems to know the score well - who is he?”     Withering glance…    “I should jolly 
well hope he does know it - his name’s Benjamin Britten.” (We couldn’t afford to spend money on 
fancy opera programmes in those days.) 

 

Now, a 
conundrum. 
Look at this 
page from 
the Turn of 
the Screw, 
involving the 
following 
characters: 
Governess, 

Mrs. Grose, 

as well as the 
two kids, 
Flora and 

Miles. 

Everyone, 
including the 
instruments, 

is in #4time, 

except the 
kids, who are 
written in a 
kind of free-
flowing 
tempo 
without 
time-
signature. 

Look 
carefully, 
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and you’ll see various rests in Flora&Miles’s line, with phrases split up between fermatas. 
Catchup/realignment time - ie obviously they are meant to fend for themselves, while the conductor 
keeps eight instruments and the other voices in line. All the pair need to do is chant away in that 
typical kiddy playground “let’s turn it into a game” way, just keeping an eye out for the conductor’s 
cue every time they launch into a new phrase. 

Not in Cape Town! No indeed. David insisted in meticulously conducting every note the kids sang 
while the rest of us floundered around trying to keep together. I was playing piano, doubling celesta 
in the orchestra and well remember the toothmarks of desperation in the piano lid.  

That wasn’t the only funny thing that happened (I’ve already referred to the incident of the harpist 
Sheila and the tuning fork on opening night in Cape Town). We subsequently took the production 
out to Grahamstown – the Oxbridge of South African universities – where I had previously 
conducted Verdi’s Traviata and Rossini’s Barbiere on tour. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Susie came along for the ride, and they put us up in the picturesque Port Alfred, down on the coast. 

(Hang on…. southern 
hemisphere,  OK, but 
are we in SA, or Oz?)  

I spent a wonderful 
morning swimming 
up and down from 
the river mouth. Back 
at the hotel, they 
informed me that I 
was stupid, as the 
water was shark 
infested! 

Grahamstown’s colourful colonial architecture 
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Thankful to be still alive, I ordered a plate of oysters and a bottle of Cape sauvignon for lunch.  

Delicious!  

However there were dicey repercussions, as I subsequently spent the afternoon In bed, vomiting and 
wishing I’d been eaten by the sharks.  

Hauling myself up for the evening’s performance, I drove carefully into Grahamstown, staggered 
from the car into the theatre, and perched myself gingerly on the piano stool in the pit. Luckily the 
piano was at the far end, right next to the exit. Just in case….. well, you know…. 

I hope I’m not repeating myself too often, but here’s the opening of the opera : 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Sorry about the scratty scan.) 
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You can just about make out that the piece starts with a piano-accompanied recitative, sung by the 
Prologue (who of course later takes up the mantle as the terrifying Peter Quint). His scene-setting 
recitative once completed, the piano then goes on to announce for the first time in the opera a 
twelve-tone row, which, as it blends into the orchestra, becomes the thematic kernel of fifteen 
variations, each taking place during a scene-change, seamlessly linking one scene to the next with no 
break in the music. 

The uncanny thing is, you’d never identify it by ear as a tone-row – it sounds eminently tonal in 
nearly all its guises. Visually of course it’s obvious. Almost as though Britten were giving a two-
fingered salute to his Austro-German counterparts. He did flirt with atonality once or twice in later 
works, but never really integrated it as a compositional technique. 

Anyway, back to the orchestra pit at the Grahamstown theatre and the ashen-faced pianist. Angelo 
had decreed that the opera should start in absolute darkness, so the house-lights dimmed to nothing 
and silence descended. Expectations rose to breaking point in the blackout – no worries - I had the 
first couple of bars off from memory, and the lights were due to come up on the words “curious 
story”. 

Well, the story in question became ever curiouser, as the lights failed to come up on cue. I sort of 
made up the fourth bar, and a voice responded in the darkness “I have it written in faded ink” 
completely off-key. (Still no lights….) 

Plonk, splurge! (never mind the notes) “Er…..A woman’s hand.” (Slither, slide) (Giggles in the 
darkness from the orchestra) 

I could just see them bringing in the curtain and calling it a day, when suddenly came the 

lights, and we were away, carrying on as if nothing had happened…… 

At interval I went screaming round to stage management : “Where the f**k were the lights? I hope 
you realise I had oysters for lunch! I am extremely ill and have saved the show!!! How could you do 
that to me? How dare you? What kind of professionalism do you call that?” 

“Hold it Errol. Calm down. It wasn’t us. David has the dimmer on his stand and was supposed to 
bring the lights up on cue. As it was musically tricky we thought it best if he were responsible.” 

Tearing round backstage, I banged on David’s dressing room door. (Big boss or no, he was going to 
get it from me, make no mistake.)  

Silence. No reply…. 

F**k, I’ll let myself in and wait for him to come back….. Which I did. After a few minutes the loo door 
opened and a pale-faced David crept out. “Sorry Errol, I’ve just been sick – shouldn’t have eaten 
those oysters at lunch. What’s the problem?” 

All the right notes (but not necessarily in the right order…) 



27. January&February 2019 – Arthur and/or Martha? 
 
South Africa still possesses some beautiful old steam-driven railways, and there was one such line 
from Grahamstown down to Port Alfred. Over breakfast one morning the proprietor of our hotel 
told us about a Zulu lady who used to come down from a black township near Grahamstown to work 
as a cleaning maid for him in Port Alfred. Apparently she’d start off from her home at the crack of 
dawn, walking down the rail track! Sure as eggs, along would come a puffing billy which would 
dutifully grind to a halt, and she’d be picked up by the white Afrikaans train driver who was terribly 
fond of her. “C’mon Mawtha, ‘op on – give you a raht into Pawt Elfrit.”  

(This sort of thing of course was heavily frowned on in the days of apartheid.) 

One morning the driver, chugging along, spotted her unexpectedly further up the line than usual and 
stopped, but before he could make his offer Martha replied “Naw tenkyou maasster, ahm rahnin’ let 
twodeh.” 

David and I grew closer as the years went by – he and Tjaart became frequent visitors to France, and 
never failed to include Villeneuve Loubet in their itinerary. We kept in regular touch by telephone – 
birthdays, Christmas and so on – and we always made a point of visiting them when we were in 
South Africa, where we were inevitably treated to a superb lunch cooked by David. 

Sadly he suffered a minor stroke which suddenly put paid to his position as doyen of conducting in 
South Africa. Having founded the Natal Philharmonic – by far the greatest orchestra that the country 
ever had, or will have – he had to abandon it all, something which I know he found impossibly hard 
to bear. He never stopped supporting the people whose careers he had helped launch – indeed after 
his stroke he redoubled his efforts in that direction. I personally was honoured to be considered as 
someone who merited both his interest and his deeply informed musical advice, for which I will 
always be grateful. I am therefore doubly appalled that his passing has not elicited quite the deluge 
of tributes and eulogies in the South African media that it truly deserves. 

The annual blast of Wexford chorus auditions took place as usual in London, Manchester, and 
Dublin, except this time we adopted the reverse order – D.M.L. Here is the fearsome panel seated at 
the Warehouse Studios, near Waterloo station. 
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Chilling – isn’t it? Shove over, Spanish Inquisition. On the left of the piccy, as Ristretto choristers will 
know only too well from the numerous Messiahs she has graced as soprano soloist in Monaco, is 
Ellie – Elenor Bowers-Jolley to you. As chorus manager at Wexford she is an absolute pillar – does all 
the contracting and supervises the audition process, as well as helping me with some difficult casting 
decisions, being no mean singer herself. 

In the middle is Janet Haney – a marvellous coach, amidst whose regular clientele over the years has 
featured Kiri te Kanawa, for example, in company with other similarly illustrious names. Janet acts as 
piano accompanist to the auditions, along with John Shea, the Radio3 announcer, both of whom 
have enormous experience of voices, and will readily offer an opinion when asked. Janet has also 
acted as my chorus accompanist at Wexford, as well as musically directing the “shortwork” operas 
during the festival. 

 

At the Narrow Boat 
pub/restaurant in 
Islington after a long 
day’s work.  

Friend/colleague 
David James, and 
seated opposite out of 
view - his wife Mirjam, 
Susie, Al Hume 
(founder member 
King’s Singers), and 
Brian Dickie. 

Setting the world to 
rights no doubt! 

 

You’ve heard of Jeremy Deller, distinguished artist, winner of the Turner Prize and Albert Medal? 

Here’s Brian modelling one of his artworks. No, seriously. 

And, just to finish, I’d like to append the following four 
names to Brian’s list, if I may  : 

Handel, Haydn, Schumann, Bartok (sorry Brahms, 
Mahler&Co., next time maybe…?) - 

each of whom scaled heights every bit as dizzy as the 
Fab 8, but maybe weren’t quite as consistent across the 
board. 

Ciao! 


