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You can imagine how “Youth’s sweet delight refusing” emerged 

from the mouths of my choir of mixed German and French singers 

(l’Ensemble Vocal Syrinx) back in the early 90’s, to say nothing of “Ze Shpreeng 

klet awl in Kledness” (beginning of verse two).  

Somehow, finally, they managed it with sufficient coherence to get themselves up and running 

around the maypole. Fa-la-la. European cross-cultural stuff is this month’s subject, so more anon….. 

In those days IBM had its headquarters at La Gaude, just down ze raude from nearby Vence, where a 

significant number of the German employees lived.  

Next stop then, le Choeur Philharmonique de l’Opéra de Nice, where the German Frank Meiswinkel 

was chef de chœur. The Deutsche IBM contingent inveigled him to come up to Vence and direct a 

small group of amateur singers which got together weekly to sing some of their traditional choral 

favourites – Praetorius, Schütz, Telemann, Pachelbel, Graun, Hassler usw – and generally enjoy a 

nice, gemütlich social evening. 
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Some of them met and married French partners of course, so the group soon became a kind of 

choeur mixte in more than one sense, whereupon a sprinkling of Josquin and Charpentier seasoned 

the mix. And when I took it over in 1992 we decided to give it the name Syrinx, further spiking up the 

repertoire with Morley (see above) and even Vaughan Williams.  

Not entirely inappropriately, I still treasure the memory of Fred Sternfeld, the distinguished Oxford 

musicologist of Viennese origin, coming out with the excellent sobriquet “Ralf Worn Veelliams” 

during a lecture at the Oxford Faculty of Music – a moment to savour, but not, hélas, one destined to 

be reproduced (or even echoed) in Vence. 

I was actually a bit naughty and told my new Vence friends the Oxford story, to the accompaniment 

of flickering, awkward smiles (bit like don’t mention the war), but anyway, forewarned is forearmed 

(oops) and they were very careful never to fall into the WV trap. 

What goes around comes around, and having tolerated me for almost 22 years, the EVS was handed 

on to Francesca Tosi in 2013  – a marvellous pianist and assistant to the chorus master at Nice. And 

now the man himself has inherited the job : Giulio Magnanini, current incumbent and Francesca’s 

ex-boss at the Nice Opera, so the choir has in a sense reverted to its origins, except that with the 

passage of both time and IBM it’s evolved into a preponderantly French group conducted by Italians. 

I could say so many wonderful things about the Germanic nations and their devotion to music. I 

mean, just look at the fact that after the war, ahead of housing construction to replace what had 

been bombed to smithereens by the allies, the German authorities made sure their concert halls and 

opera houses were functioning, albeit on minimal resources, and that every community had access 

to an orchestra and choir, without which there would be no sense of national identity - surely the 

most compelling way to restore the morale of a shattered nation. I use the word advisedly, history 

having ordained that the very notion of one German nation was comparatively fresh in peoples’ 

minds – something Hitler played on to gain a sense of national unity, entirely for his own nefarious 

ends of course. But culture – and particularly music – was seen as a sine qua non of civilised society, 

something that could never be said today. Except in places like Vienna or Leipzig perhaps, which still 

manage to live and breathe music.  

The silence following the last chord of the Brahms Requiem which I happened to be conducting in 

Leipzig back in 2001 made me want to scurry for the nearest exit, before realising that I hadn’t in 

fact laid an egg, but on the contrary the performance had made its mark.  

Exactly the same happened at the last Hilliard concert of our 2013 tour, in the Michaelskirche, 

Munich (below). In both cases the silence, which seemed to endure for an eternity, gave way to 

enraptured, long-lasting applause – but it was the silence which was impressive.  

Perhaps I’m being over fanciful, but these moments seemed almost like gestures of atonement, 

reminding the world that Germany was as capable of bequeathing untold treasures to humanity as it 

was of committing genocide and wanton destruction. In any event, silence, as we well know, can be 

used to indicate profound respect. Silence is powerful, and even during the course of a piece of 

music we have to think about what the rests – the silences that the composer has included as part of 

the musical architecture – really imply. Whether they refer retrospectively to what has just 

happened, or whether they in fact concern what is about to happen, or are simply standalone, can 

influence the nature of attack, release, breathing, bowings, dynamics, colour of sound, whatever – 

the implications are endless.  
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How long to hold a GP   for example (General Pause, dummy, not your favourite medical 

practitioner), depending upon the dramatic or musical context and of course the ambient acoustic, is 

a closely calculated business, especially in buildings like the Michaelskirche where the Hilliard sang. 

Silence, then, can be golden, but not when it concerns withdrawal of funds – real or threatened - 

from organisms like the European Union Youth Orchestra. 

London Tory MEP Marina Yannakoudakis - and I quote : 

"These costs fly in the face of common sense. Spending millions of pounds every year on 

orchestras which are used to trumpet ( ) the achievements of the EU is an 

outrage. A thriving cultural sector can produce economic expansion but the EU is misusing culture to 

promote a European identity." 

Ho ho! An outrage!  

She unashamedly implies that culture can be exploited legitimately to promote economic expansion 

(rather than the other way round), and then, jaw-droppingly, cites : “misusing culture to promote a 

European identlty.” 

Oh yeah, and what about the intentions of Edward Heath, François Mitterand, and Helmut Kohl at 

the time of the EUYO’s foundation? Heath was, after all, the orchestra’s first ever President. 

Could I be right in thinking that using culture to promote a European identity possibly had something 

to do with it…….? 

Anyway, don’t listen to me - here’s what José Maria Gil-Robles, President of the European 

Parliament, said at the inauguration of the European Union Opera where I worked as chorus master 

Michaelskirche, München 
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in 1998 : “The European Union of 15 nations continues to make substantial progress towards the 

goal of full European integration and unity. The value and importance of music and the arts are 

recognised factors in achieving this goal.” 

Or try this for size, from Lionel Jospin, Prime Minister of France : “I am absolutely sure that the 

nations will come closer together if governments give new meaning to the concept of Europe. The 

fine arts should occupy a prominent place here.” 

And Jacques Santer, president of the European Commission : “Culture symbolises the creating force 

and vitality of a community. These talented young singers and musicians will help to spread the spirit 

of a United Europe throughout the whole continent.” 

It was so lovely to see David James, founder member and longest surviving denizen of the Hilliard 

Ensemble, who came to stay with us last week. We sat 

discussing old times, old friends, and among other 

things learned of the imminent demise of the European 

Union Baroque Orchestra of which David’s brother, 

Paul, is General Director. 

Thanks to Brexit. 

Fortunately some kind of temporary workaround has 

been found by migrating the orchestra to Belgium, but 

the initial loser is the UK, which has been hosting the 

orchestra in Oxford since its foundation in 1985. 

 

The notion of European unity through musical culture is illustrated rather graphically in the above 

photo of a EUBO concert taken in St. John’s Smith Square. 

Hello, hello, UK…….are you there?   (Well, you were once.) 

(Ah, but it’s the economy, stoopid.) 

I reckon we survived the French election with minimal damage – furthermore it appears that Macron 

rates the music of Schumann highly. If I’d known that he liked Schumann so much I’d have taken 

French nationality and voted for him, Schumann being in my humble opinion one of the most 

underestimated composers. Still, I expect Theresa May holds a similar opinion, so no worries there.  



The Spring, clad all in gladness - May 2017 
 

 

(I wonder if she’s heard of Schumann?) Well, at least she does want to bring back grammar 

schools….. like my rickety old alma mater : 

Somebody will have to explain why it was so nefarious of me to have attended this particular 

establishment – I still don’t quite get the objections.  99% of the pupils at Rye Grammar were what 

we used to call working class, so no real question of privilege. Costs were minimal and within reach 

of the humblest. The only outlay was the uniform, gym shorts+plimsolls+football boots. Textbooks, 

exercise books etc on the other hand were provided free of charge. So was the ⅓ pint bottle of milk 

that was laid on mid-morning, and daily lunch in the school canteen cost next to nothing. 

We all learnt Latin, the most effective known way to get your brain wired properly, and if you just 

happen nowadays to live within the European Community (to which the UK still seems connected, 

however loosely) you’ll find Latin awfully useful for the smattering of Romance languages which 

you’ll need in order to fulfil your duties as a minimally conscientious citizen of the EU. 

At RGS every year one or two non-privileged council estate pupils won places at Oxbridge, as indeed 

did lucky old I, and a few more fellow sixth-formers were accepted at some of the other decent 

universities in the UK. 

So, what’s not to like? Just the intrinsically boring nature of the typical grammar school alumnus, I 

suppose – as represented by me and Theresa May. 

Nothing boring about la Fête des Voisins in our village – a wonderful idea which kicked off in 1999 at 

the 17th arrondissement in Paris, and has now spread all over France. Everyone has to chime in with 

a dish or two and a bottle - the rest is history. 

Rye Grammar School 
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Each quartier has its own fête. Here’s Friday night’s little gathering in the Rue des Poilus, just below 

our house. 

 Sadly Susie’s not in the picture because she 

was the one taking it, but here (immediately 

to the left) is an example of her contribution. 

Cuisine al fresco. 

As I observed, it looks like something nasty 

washed up on the beach, but it tasted 

delicious! 

The basic ingredient is beetroot, which to 

the French is cattle-fodder, unsuitable for 

human consumption. They’re learning! 

(We took some around to a friend with 

whom we had dinner last night – as a starter 

– and it went down a treat.) 
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From 94-year-old Geneviève (bottom left of photo, atop the beetroot) to 2-year-old Magda (peering 

in from opposite right) all generations are represented. French (obviously), some of us English, and 

Italians who live in the village. Pure entente cordiale. 

Before announcing the big news of the month, but slightly à propos de l’entente cordiale, I had the 

pleasure of meeting the Belgian group Ensemble EYAS, who came to me for some coaching sessions 

on German and English repertoire. Four singers and a pianist, they perform largely in and around 

Antwerp, Liège etc, but come down to perform in France quite frequently. 

Among other things they acquainted me for the first time with some gorgeous pieces by Stanford for 

solo vocal quartet and piano, The Princess, of whose very existence I had been blissfully unaware. 

Don’t just take my word for it – here’s what the eminent scholar Jeremy Dibble has to say : 

This much neglected set of nine songs contains exceptionally fine settings of well-known Tennyson 

lyrics induding ‘Sweet and low’, a beautifully crafted lullaby (to rival that of Op. 19) and an epic 

Brahmsian interpretation of ‘Tears, idle tears’ which draws on 'Auf dem Kirchhofe', Op. 105 No. 4 and 

the Vier Ernste Gesänge, Op. 121 

As with so many of Stanford’s compositions, the influence of Brahms is everywhere – a real 

discovery for me. 

And the big news of the month? Well, the Irishman Charles Villiers Stanford made me think of it. 

You may remember that in 2014 the Wexford Opera Festival Chorus was nominated as one of the 

world’s six best at the International Opera Awards. Since then Wexford has won in two more 

categories, including best rediscovered work (Foroni’s Cristina), and best young director (Fabio 

Ceresa, whose production of Mascagni’s Guglielmo Ratcliff won the 2016 award). 

Now, at the 2017 awards - for Wexford, perhaps the most coveted one of all : 
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The two Davids – Agler (Artistic Director) and McLoughlin (Chief Executive) – well done lads! Straight 

round to Simon’s Tavern for a point o’ Guinness.  Seeyathere!!  

 
The fa la la’s, by 

the way, might 

sound frightfully 

British.  

But nothing 

could be further 

from the truth. 

Italian in 

fact, is what 

they are. 
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The jolly Brit madrigalian thing was lifted wholesale from the Italian Renaissance – in the above case 

(fa la la’s and all) from the Balleto. Byrd, Gibbons, Dowland, Morley, Tomkins, Weelkes, Wilbye – 

they’re all culprits. The ostentatious  madrigal collection The Triumphs of Oriana – a resonant tribute 

to Queen Elizabeth I, with its recurring refrain of “Then sang the shepherds and nymphs of Diana, 

Long live fair Oriana” – is utterly derivative, owing its identity in fact to “Cantiam Ninfe e Pastori Viva 

la bella Dori" from Il Trionfo di Dori of the same year, 1601. 

Leaving aside dance, literature, painting, and sculpture, the overwhelming influence on the UK arts 

scene has been consistently European down the ages. Apart from the Tudor school to which I have 

just referred, our two greatest composers – Purcell and Elgar – owe everything to European 

influence : Purcell to Italy and France (all those dissonances in the middle voices so typically 

Charpentier) and Elgar to Wagner (the opening of the Prelude to Gerontius is the Vorspiel to Parsifal 

Act I). OK, there’s Britten, where these influences are less detectable, but then he doesn’t sound so 

quintessentially English either – just Brittenesque! 

In view of the surge of technology and marketing forces emanating from the US and the far East, 

joining the EU was the best thing the UK could have done to preserve its identity - as part of Europe. 

The island nation and the empire are long-spent forces, so the way to maintain a just balance in the 

much-lauded multi-cultural society is through the arts – by definition, as we have said, the European 

arts. The established church, sad to say, is also becoming a spent force in the UK, leaving the 

economy as an increasingly valid consideration/obsession. Business is booming, or appears to be 

(actually I hae me doots), so roll on Brexit. YUK – how boring! 

Bit like Theresa May…… You can’t say the same of Donald Trump, now, can you? 

You know John Shea? The Radio 3 presenter I mean? He announced the Millennium on radio. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
John also regularly acts as accompanist for our London Wexford chorus auditions, so nothing gave 

greater pleasure than to hear his impeccable tones announcing Trump’s description of “Mr. Comey 

as a (meticulously articulated) nut-job” on the news preceding this week’s Record Review. 

At least there’s some sanity left in this world! 


