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In a senior moment a few blogs back I neglected to mention an important name on my list of all-time 
greats from the conducting world : one who has just died  - very sadly : 

 

Perhaps it wasn’t as absent-minded as all that, as I confess to not being sufficiently au courant to 
assess the full merit of his work. I’ve got his authoritative CD set of Tchaikowsky symphonies with 
the Oslo Phil, and over the years have kept up through the odd radio live broadcast from the 
Bayerische Rundfunk. Large-scale works by the likes of Strauß and Mahler, at which he excelled, left 
their indelible mark – particularly in combination with the unique sound of that wonderful orchestra. 

An even greater omission on my part was not to attend his relatively youthful concerts at the helm 
of the Oslo Phil. during my two years working with the Norwegian National Opera in the middle 80’s. 
Especially regrettable, considering that the then principal oboe of the orchestra was an ex-St. Paul’s 
Cathedral chorister whom I remember well from my time in the choir there – Simon Emes.  

Eleven-year-old Simon used to turn in a fearless Stanford in G Mag. which rang around the dome 
with crystal clarity. Nobody had explained to him it was a 
particularly demanding solo – extraordinary to hear it 
sung so confidently by a nipper in that vast building! 

I also remember coaching Simon in the title role of Amahl 
and the Night Visitors by Menotti, in which he appeared 
on BBC television and acquitted himself jolly well.  

Simon was a chubby little chap in those early-70’s days at 
St. Paul’s. Funny to think of him, now in his middle age, 
giving oboe master classes and playing here there and 
everywhere as distinguished soloist…..  

It was of course Jansons himself who appointed Simon to 
the post of principal oboe in the Oslo Philharmonic.  

Literally a couple of days before Jansons, another epoch-maker popped his clogs - Jonathan Miller –  
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he to whom the statement I’m not really a Jew  -  just Jew-ish is attributed. Not the whole hog he 
added, which doubtless went down well in the synagogue – rather like a pork chop at a bar mitvah 
(or a fart in a lift, to use the more acceptable simile). And of course, the writer and broadcaster Clive 
James died on the same day, so all in all rather a sad time. 

I recall a chat with Miller in Monaco. Susie and I had popped across to see his productions of 
Donizetti’s so-called Tudor Trilogy : Anna Bolena, Maria Stuarda, and Roberto Devereux. He and I 
bumped into one another at a Salle Garnier reception after one of the three operas, and began 
reminiscing about our diverse experiences at the ENO.  

I’d been assistant conductor on the ENO Wagner’s The Mastersingers in 1985 at the same time as a 
revival of Jonathan’s celebrated Rigoletto production was in rehearsal. As so often happens in big 
companies, we shared the odd cast member, including on this occasion the bass Sean Rea who was 
singing Pogner in the Wagner and Monterone in the Verdi. 

One fine morning Sean was rather late turning up for a Rigoletto rehearsal, whereupon Jonathan 
addressed the assembled company onstage at the London Coliseum, demanding in an offhand, 
slightly puzzled manner “Has anybody seen…….. what can only be described as………………Sean Rea?”  

Naughty boy! (He Prince Andrew-like flatly denied any memory of this when we spoke in Monaco.) 

This is Arvid Jansons – Mariss’s father, who was 
himself a very distinguished conductor. 

I remember hearing him in the Festival Hall 
during the late 1960’s, with the LPO, conducting 
Tchaikowsky’s Pathétique Symphony. 

Like father, like son – except that Mariss will 
probably go down in the annals as the greater 
conductor. 

His dad would have been proud of the thought! 

 

Look - another pair of conductors, likewise father and son : Armin(père) and Philippe(fils) Jordan.  

I’ve included them not only for the obvious parallel, but more particularly for a statement Philippe 
came out with recently concerning current stage directing trends in opera : 
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J’ose le dire, j’ai rarement vu des spectacles avec une mise en scène à la hauteur de la musique, où 
les deux se rencontrent. Peu de metteurs en scène respectent vraiment la musique.  

Or, je vois beaucoup de mises en scène qui vont contre la musique, et j’en souffre beaucoup.  

You don’t require any great mastery of the French language to get his drift, do you? Coming from 
someone who conducts opera in all the world’s great opera houses, his observations are incredibly 
believable – awesome – ace – give him his Jew! 

We don’t perform our annual Messiah with mise en scène – something that’s becoming quite the 
rage. Wouldn’t really be enough space in St. Paul’s Monaco anyway, but the notion’s interesting. I 

keep groaning at the choir “Don’t sing it like a starchy oratorio – it’s an opera!!” which is not 
entirely inappropriate, considering that poor Handel was more or less hounded out of London’s 
Italian opera scene, subsequently decamping to Dublin for the first performance of Messiah. Opera 
remained in his blood to the bitter end. 

I mentioned in the last 
blog that ex-baritone 
Irishman Gavan Ring 
would be joining us as 
tenor soloist, and 
described how he had 
enthralled the public at 
Wexford with his special 
gift for drawing people in 
towards him.  

This is Gavan singing “Thy 
rebuke hath broken His 
heart….” Not just singing 
it – living it. 
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Just harking back to Jonathan Miller for a sec, he put together a staged production of the Bach St. 
Matthew Passion which aroused quite a bit of discussion. I won’t be the first to say that Bach was an 
opera composer manqué – people far better qualified than I, eg John Eliot Gardiner, have made 
similar observations – and clearly Miller was of that persuasion. 

 

Here he is, talking about his vision of the aria Erbarme dich, mein Gott, where violin and voice 
intertwine in a sublime moment of compassion and forgiveness (after Peter has denied Christ). 
Miller put the obbligato violinist onstage with the soloist’s arm around him, singing as the violin 
played. Tears welled up in his eyes as he spoke about it. 

Actually, I’d go further, and say that to my uncultured ear the two – voice and violin - are entwined 
in an act of love. The perpetual crossing of the two musical lines suggests that to me - somewhat 
sacrilegiously – well, randy old Bach fathered twenty children, didn’t he? I’ve probably said this 
before…. Anyway, I’d challenge anyone to find a more poignant expression of what is probably the 
only thing likely to save the human race from ultimate extinction – forgiveness. 

Getting back to our 
Messiah, then, the 
bass soloist - Simon 
Bailey - asked if he 
might stand in the 
choir and sing along 
with the basses, rather 
than in front. 

He even sang his arias 
from that position – 
what a guy! 

It evoked feelings of 
nostalgia, as he had 
been one of my choristers at the EU Opera in bygone years, bringing back memories…….. 
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In a way Simon’s gesture pinpointed what I have always felt about the interaction between amateurs 
and professionals - something which was perfectly articulated by the composer Jonathan Dove 
recently on Radio 3’s Music Matters programme. He reminded us that working with gifted, well-
rehearsed, amateur groups can take professionals back to their roots, evoking the very thing which 
excited them about music-making in the first place. 

Each time we perform Messiah I am gratified by the highly positive reactions from our soloists and 
orchestra concerning the choir. The opinion of professional musicians is far more important than 
what the public thinks. In the ultimate assessment of our work it’s what counts most, hopefully 
confirming that we’re on the right track. 

Gloop! I’ve just re-read my words of wisdom regarding Bach’s Erbarme dich – I’d love to imagine 
Jonathan Miller’s revised staging, fancifully based on my sacrilegious analysis.  

(Too bad he’s gone – we could have done a super production. A couple screwing away on a pew in 
church, one frantically clutching a violin?) 

We have experienced some of the most violent weather conditions recently here in the south of 
France. Our little village was completely flooded – river water cascading in torrents down from the 
mountains, then arriving in the village, only to encounter a wall of water surging inland and upward 
from the coast. I always said Villeneuve Loubet had a good social vibe. 

Butcher, baker, and candlestick-maker knocked out of action – electrical machinery (fridges, ovens 
etc) rendered useless by the inundation. The water reached well over a meter in depth at the 
bottom of the village, where of course all the shops are situated, and washed many of the 
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inhabitants out of house and home. Several families are still in temporary accommodation, a whole 
month later.  

So, not an entirely buoyant (?) end to the decade. Just looking back over the years since 2010, how 
did it all go? Well, a mixture really, starting off with my resignation as artistic director of Syrinx 
Concerts, Vence after a fifteen-year stint of musical activity - mostly in Vence, but also in the 
surrounding areas of Monaco, St. Maximin, and Nice. Without a shadow of doubt, we had the best 
orchestra between Lyon and Turin, involving mostly front desk players from the Nice and Monaco 
Philharmonics, so the decision was a toughie, and was in fact forced by lack of funding. I don’t want 
to go into it now, but having showered things on the city of Vence, like complete cycles of 
Beethoven symphonies, concertos with first-class international soloists and what-not, we were 
refused one single centime bail-out from the municipal/regional authorities when our marvellous 
sponsor, the American, Scott McLucas, withdrew during the financial crisis of the late 2000’s. 

However, on a  sunnier note, 2010 saw the premiere of my composition Pièce de Concert, a concerto 
for two flutes and orchestra, at the Louvre in Paris, then l had regular guest conducting engagements 
with the Wiener Concertverein (chamber edition of the Vienna Symphony) at the Musikverein in 
Vienna, plus concerts at the Menuhin Festival in Gstaad - with illustrious soloists Giuliano Carmignola 
and Alison Balsom.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here we are, playing a programme which included the Adagietto from Mahler’s 5th.  The 
Concertmaster, Anton Sorokow, on my left, is quite the finest violinist I have ever worked with - he’s 
also the leader of the Vienna Symphony Orchestra. 

My last two in a series of gigs with Chicago Opera Theater over a period of ten years were in 2010 
and 2012, shortly after which I resigned from the Ensemble Vocal Syrinx. I had continued conducting 
them after leaving Syrinx Concerts, but eventually found it all a bit too fatiguing at the ripe old age of 
68. Suitably enough my last concert with them was Mozart’s Requiem!  

Didn’t feel too bad about it - I’d given them 21 of my best years, after all…… 
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When the Lord closes a door, somewhere he opens a window (cue Climb every mountain) – on this 
occasion the founding of local Ristretto in 2012. As it turned out to be an amateur ensemble of a 
considerably higher standard than the Ensemble Vocal Syrinx, I thought I’d found a cosy niche for my 
“golden years”, particularly as the Summer Academy department which we’d started in 2008 had 
really taken off beyond expectations. 

Ha ha! Early in 2013, the phone rang one afternoon…”Hello, this is David Agler, artistic director of 
the Wexford Opera Festival. I’m calling from Canada. We urgently need a chorus master and 
conductor at Wexford – you’ve been recommended – would you be available to start pretty much 
immediately? Auditions for singers in London next week – can you be there on the panel?” 

“Erm…well…yeees..possibly…..but I think you need to know something….”  

“What?” 

“I’m 68 years old.” 

“That’s OK – I’m 66. If one of us falls over, the other can prop him up!” 

So those were the terms of my contract, and the rest is history. 

Straight after my first Wexford season we had the Hilliard Ensemble old farts concert tour, then the 
year after, our first Ristretto Messiah in Monaco – a tradition which is now firmly established. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The kids at Wexford this year gave me various parting presents – glad to see the back of me, no 
doubt - one of which was this bottle of amazingly delicious Sauternes. Susie and I spent a quiet New 
Year’s Eve together, during which we drank to them. (Don’t really do selfies, so Susie took the shot.) 

Happy 2020! 


