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Hey-ho. I knew it would happen. My prognostications in the last blog were spot on. 

Take a look at this : 

The BBC Proms is planning a 'virtual' opening of its six-week classical music extravaganza with a recorded 
Beethoven 'mash-up' before returning to the  Great Albert Hall to end with a live final night.  

A new schedule has been drawn up with a 'unique' first night on July 17 after the original programme for its 
125th year was scrapped due to the coronavirus pandemic.   

The first night will mark the 250th anniversary year of Beethoven's birth, marked by a 'mash-up' created by 
composer, arranger and pianist Iain Farrington. 

All five BBC orchestras - the BBC Symphony Orchestra, BBC Philharmonic, BBC Concert Orchestra, BBC 
National Orchestra Of Wales and BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra - will take part as well as BBC singers. 

The recordings will be brought together digitally and a filmmaker will be hired to bring the 'Grand Virtual 
Orchestra' to life.  

More than 350 musicians will be heard together in this new 'mash-up' of Beethoven's nine symphonies after 
recording their part from home. 

Don’t say that I didn’t warn you. I’ve already mentioned that my mother used to read people’s 
futures in teacups – perhaps I inherited something from her.  

How far can all this virtual poodle-fakery go? OK, I’m absolutely up for family/friends/business 
meetings on Zoom when the participants are physically separated by inevitable circs. Susie’s family is 
spread out all over the world – South Africa, Australia, Dubai – and as a result she only sees them 
once in every few years, so fine. It’s a good way of keeping in touch. 

I’m not even against finding some virtual means of uniting music lovers, Prom-goers etc, who have 
been forcibly separated and/or kept at home, but for God’s sake those means need to be a little 
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more  inventive than this. And above all, respectful of the profound truth lurking in all great art. Even 
putting aside the mish-mash bit, everybody knows that a digital collage of tracks from over 350 
physically separated musicians who cannot hear, see, or properly sense one another’s presence is 
going to be sterile and lifeless, however skilfully coordinated.  

Anyway, as to the shim-sham (spot the palindrome?), I can only guess at Mr. Fartington’s intentions, 
but don’t tell me the architectural splendour of the entire Beethoven’s nine symphonies will be 
reflected in the mash-up that he is has been invited to cobble together. 

I’ve been watching the Berlin Phil’s digital concert hall, which offers free, if limited, access to 
concerts, films, interviews etc.  Particularly revealing are the interviews conducted by members of 
the orchestra, grilling conductors, composers, solo artists and the like, frequently obtaining 
responses unlikely to be solicited in the course of standard media interviewer/artist exchanges.  

Of course it’s vital for orchestras and choirs to maintain a presence during the current period where 
they simply cannot function normally, by definition involving quite large groups of people - both 
performers and audience. The former, as we’ve just said, need to be in close proximity in order to do 
their stuff, and that’s something pretty much set in stone. The Berliners have found their way round 
this by presenting concerts on their website involving chamber groups drawn from the orchestra 
playing onstage, spaced out according to social distancing principles. They are still close enough to 
one another to coordinate bowing, fingering, and breathing gestures – everyone within sight of 
his/her colleagues  – thus maintaining perfect ensemble.  

Bearing in mind the Berlin Phil contains some of the world’s greatest players, many being 
international soloists, and given the unique chemistry that exists between them, the results are a 
treat. In fact the coronavirus has given rise to some outstanding performances of chamber music 
that the world might otherwise have missed. They’ve even extended things to mini-orchestra 
dimensions – here is their new conductor Kyrill Petrenko, conducting Debussy’s Prélude à l’après-
midi d’un faune : 

The concert rounded off nicely with Hindemith’s Kammernusik No.1 and Schönberg’s sumptuous 
Verklärte Nacht - an absolutely perfect chamber programme! 
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I’ve always found the word curfew a little strange on the ear – very possibly as I was brought up in 
Curlew House, Military Road, Rye, (Sussex). 

Lovely old place, very close to the river Rother, where I used to go fishing as a kid, landing slithery 
eels and the like. Being only a few miles inland from the coast, the Rother as it ran past Curlew 
House was still very much an estuary, so the water was both muddy and salty. No worries, I loved it. 

Well, curfew, as I have recently discovered, comes from the French couvre-feu – wouldn’tcha know 
it? It all makes sense now! 

Anyway, although a complete couvre-feu was deemed unnecessary in France, the recent, now 
partially lifted, confinement gave rise to some soul-searching. No, not examining the conscience to 
see whether one was correctly socially distanced etc, but rather a revelation of the mess that years 
folly have got us into. 

What mess? What folly?  

And what revelation?  

Well, starting at the end : suddenly being aware of the architecture in our streets, rather than barely 
noticing it, listening to the sound of the birds – and I mean listening, not just hearing – being 
soothed by the rustle of leaves, people talking quietly in a civilised manner, the clarity of vision 
offered by the unpolluted air, not to mention the calming sensation of peace and bien être, crossing 
the road without taking your life into your hands, the proliferation of trout in the Loup (the river 
running through our village), the joy of watching little families of ducklings and cygnets, and indeed 
little families of human beings bonded by lockdown circumstances like never before, all of us getting 
a proper night’s sleep – I could go on and on. This, in the midst of a huge world crisis - that’s the 
revelation to which I refer. 

Everybody was saying how glorious it all was, and yet now, within a few days of restrictions being 
lifted, we’re back at it, stuffing up the world like the gooduns we think we are. 

“It’s the economy, stupid” - right? Bill Clinton’s strategist, Carville, in the 1992 campaign was only 
doing his thing. But people were being really stupid for not seeing it for what it was – an ear-catching 
election quip – and as stupid as they were for voting in Donald Trump and/or Brexit. 

Surely better to reverse the words : 

 “It’s the stupid economy” : a more accurate aperçu of where we are today. Totally governed by 
money, markets, and commerce - tyrannised by them in fact. 
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C’mon - the world is being wrecked before our eyes, and we deliberately choose to turn a blind eye. 
Let’s sacrifice a bit of income, stop taking those ridiculously cheap flights to the Canaries to go on 
holiday – let’s enjoy life with the kids at home, making sure of course that our local surroundings are 
beautiful and relaxing places to be - quiet, clean, unpolluted, and enjoyable. 

That’s the Promenade des Anglais in Nice during lockdown, and below, the Place Massena : 
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Mind you, the chessboard effect is a disaster - accompanying the otherwise excellent restoration of 
the tramway under the aegis of the mayor of Nice, Christian Estrosi (actually instigated by his 
predecessor, Jacques Peyrat). What’s interesting is that because the place is so quiet, one can focus 
on the architecture (ignore the mess underfoot!). Here’s a picture from bygone years : 
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To my mind there is more truth in the second image than the first. The process of tarting things up 
has somehow betrayed the intrinsic character. 

And that’s something we don’t want to do by messing around with great music. I think that more 
and more people are coming to realise that virtual music-making espouses an intrinsic falsehood. As 
indeed do social media and all current digital means of communication between humans. One has to 
dose these things very carefully if they are to remain beneficial, and not detrimental - dangerous 
even – where the future of humanity is concerned. 

C’mon Errol – keep up – it’s the modern world. The one we live in. Get real! 

Quite. 

Did you know, by the way, that the principal UK orchestras (BBC apart) are made up entirely of 
freelance musicians, with neither fixed position nor permanent salary? 

The London Philharmonic Orchestra, the London Symphony Orchestra, the Philharmonia Orchestra, 
the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, plus all the celebrated period bands : Academy  of Ancient Music, 
English Baroque Soloists, Hanover Band, King’s Consort, Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment, 
Orchestre Révolutionaire et Romantique - all fall into this category, their musicians being in the same 
rocky boat. God alone knows what’s going to happen to them. 

The present curtailment of concerts is a far more serious thing than people realise – and not just for 
the musicians. Music contains a truth which because of its abstract nature is impossible to pin down, 
and remains all the more powerful for it. 

I can’t help feeling that the coronavirus pandemic, like music, holds hidden messages – a sign from 
above, if you like. 

Are we going to heed the warning,  or allow ourselves to slip back gently into abnormality? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


