
24. Tickling the ivories - July&August 2018 
 
I’m a lazy boy : believe it or not, December’s actually upon us as I write this. Ristretto has just given 
its annual Messiah in Monaco, which I must say went extremely well, but more of that anon -
everything in its due time and place. 

Back to the heat of midsummer on the Côte d’Azur (phew!) and the Palais Lascaris in Nice – a 17th 
century building, housing France’s second most important collection of musical instruments. 

Lovely, but where are the instruments kept? All over the place actually. Below is an elegant salon 
which is frequently used for concerts…..but hey, not an instrument in sight, I hear you say….. 

Not yet anyway, 
but hold the 
horses because 
one’s just being 
brought in… 

a harpsichord. 

Plus a flute and a 
cello. 

What’s on the 
menu? 

Bach, of course – a 
bunch of sonatas. 

 

Now here’s the conveniently handy connection between the actual time of writing (December) and 
when I should have been doing it, in August (rap over the knuckles). In fact I was playing continuo 
both for the above concert in Nice on 2 July, and directing Messiah from the chamber organ in 
Monaco just two days ago, on 1 December. Continuo playing’s something I love doing and always 
have, not being a dedicated keyboard player with a flashy technique (too lazy to practice) but a lover 
of improvising my way through things off the cuff. Never the same thing twice is my motto. 
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This time I had the honour to accompany two dear friends and colleagues who had the kindness to 
invite me along for the fun. 

Pierre Marcoul and 
Zela Terry : flute 
and cello 
respectively. 

No air-conditioning 
in the packed room, 
but we got through 
three Flute sonatas, 
and the Gamba 
sonata in D major 
without too much 
slipping and sliding. 

 

The three of us go 
back a long way – 
the late 80’s to be 
precise – when we 

all simultaneously arrived at the Opéra de Nice, and both musicians later played regularly in my 
Orchestre des Concerts Syrinx, Vence. 

Each on separate occasions commissioned compositions from my pen, one of which was premiered 
at Les Invalides in Paris, so this was a nice way of saying thank-you to both for years of friendship, 
support, and excellent collegiality. 

Although I initially trained as an organist I’ve always thought of the keyboard as a means to an end, 
rather than an end in itself. Probably, as I inferred, being endowed with a certain natural fluency, 
I’ve been too lazy to practice.  Same with the voice, though at different stages in my career I’ve been 
able to earn a living employing either skill – more by accident than design, it has to be said. 

Anyway, to get back to the keyboard, as a compensation for lacking real technique I’ve always been 
quite nifty at sight-reading, improvising, transposing, reading from full orchestral score, getting the 
piano to sound like an orchestra etc : all of which are quintessentially spontaneous skills, demanding 
an on-your-toes approach rather than careful preparation. (Just don’t ask me to play a proper piano 
piece!) 

Certainly, an on-your-toes approach is necessary to cope with the inevitable political wranglings that 
leave bloodstains on the walls of opera houses. People get shocked when told about how dirty the 
music business can be – opera in particular. And indeed I’ve suffered a few knocks in my time, not 
least when working at the Opéra de Nice. I’ve always tried to use my musical skills to surmount such 
obstacles, not being at all adept at politics, nor caring a stuff about them really. Perhaps never more 
typically than in a riposte to one of several attempted coups at the Nice Opéra to blot my career. In 
this instance on the part of Dorothea Glatt (oops!), deputy artistic director, who had taken a hearty 
dislike to me – probably because I didn’t play her political games – and tried to set me up on various 
occasions with cunning plans of her devising.  
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Ill-advised revelation or not, just to give you an example of her machinations, I received a phone-call 
from her late one Saturday afternoon “Errol, you must please come down to the opera house 
immediately – Deborah Polaski needs to rehearse the Immolation scene from Götterdämmerung 
with the conductor, and we need you to play the piano. At once, please.” (As well as working in Nice, 
Dorothea was éminence grise at Bayreuth and behind-the-scenes sidekick to Wieland Wagner - 
which is how she managed to drag in the then reigning Bayreuth Brünnhilde.) 

Anyway, on arrival 40 minutes later I was confronted with  “You took your time – your music is on 
the piano” from Dorothea, and a contrite conductor (who shall remain nameless) wringing his hands 
“Sorry we’ve made you come all this way – they’ve only got a full orchestral score, no piano 

reduction or vocal score in the 
place….no way you can play 
from full score, surely?” 

If you want to know what he 
meant, that’s a mere three 
bars that you’re looking at.  

The beginning of the 20 
minutes of sublime music 
which bring to a close 
Wagner’s Ring Cycle. 

No worries – I just sat at the 
piano and hacked my way 
through it, much to the jaw-
dropping delight of the 
conductor and the lady singing 
Brünnhilde. 

Dorothea sat in the corner, 
spitting teeth, furious, tearing 
her hair out! 

 

Speak no ill etc etc, but she perhaps didn’t realise that I knew it like the back of my hand, having 
assisted on the Reginald Goodall legendary Ring production in London during the 1970’s, and having 
coached the equally legendary Rita Hunter in the role. Ha ha ha! 
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There was an amusing follow-up to the attempted put-down, which actually ended up with the said 
conductor himself being put down, and which I feel constrained to share with you - for the hell of it. 
Why not? C’mon, we’ve started. Might as well go the whole hog. 

It must have been a year or so later, when Margaret Price came to embellish a programme of Verdi 
discards with the Nice Philharmonic and the same conductor. Pierre Médecin, directeur artistique, 
was always one for original programming, and this concert included the Overture to Aida. Hmm… 
Verdi himself described it as “pretentiously insipid” and rapidly discarded it, so a bit of a dodgy 
tactic, although very much the kind of original and risky thematic programming that I enjoy. 

Never mind, with the glorious Margaret Price singing well-known Verdi arias as a makeweight the 
programme had a fair chance of succeeding. I don’t think Verdi was really her thing, except maybe 
Desdemona, but she was just such a fabulous artist that anything she tackled positively shone. 

I simply have to tell you en passant 
that my Uncle John was headmaster 
of a little primary school in Wales, 
and that two of his pupils were 
Margaret Price and Gwynneth Jones! 

Yes, the famous sopranos – ain’t that 
extraordinary?! 

Just by-the bye…. 

The same deal as before – I had to 
go in and play the piano for the first 
rencontre between soprano and 
conductor. Except that this time it 
was the conductor who had asked 
for me, not Dorothea. 

They just wanted to run through the 
aria from the last act of Don Carlos, 
and so, knowing the risks, I’d brought 
my own vocal score along.  

There’s a lengthy orchestral introduction largely featuring trombones, which the conductor made 
me play through in its entirety, then (if you know the opera in its Italian version) Elizabetta launches 
into her Tu che la vanita with a commanding phrase extending from high G# to low C# :  

 

At its conclusion a long silence reigned, then 
the conductor - an American, with a prominent 
career in France (oops!) - instead of giving me 
the sign to continue, launched into a eulogy : 

“Miss Price, I’ve been a lifelong admirer of 

yours, and this opportunity to work with 

you is like all my dreams come true.  

Dame Margaret Price 
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The way you just sang that phrase was simply magnificent! I feel so deeply honoured to be 

sharing this concert with you!” 

“Hmm” responds Dame Margaret, looking at her watch, “can we get on, please?” 

Not over yet, for immediately after, they were scheduled to go downstairs to the orchestra rehearsal 
room to run through the programme. Margaret whispers to me “Don’t go away - just hang around 
for a wee bit. Do you mind?” and accompanies the maestro downstairs. 

I was a slightly annoyed, having made the effort to come in specially, but after all she was an ikon – a 
living legend – so I lingered outside the orchestral room, listening to them through the door. I heard 
the trombones kick off with the prelude to her Don Carlo aria which we had just been doing, then 
they were stopped by the conductor…. 

Couldn’t quite catch what he was saying to them, but immediately heard her voice very clearly, 
saying “I’ve done my work. When you’ve done yours I’ll come back.” The door opened in my face 
and there she was in all her splendour… 

”Like trying to shovel shit up a ladder” says she, eyebrows raised heavenwards. “Do you know the 
aria from Ernani?” “Yep” says I. “Well I don’t, at least not properly – let’s go back upstairs and you 
can sort it for me.”  

Twenty minutes later she was back downstairs rehearsing it with the orchestra….. 

Yes – it’s a tough world, the world of professional music, however fetching it looks from the outside.  
I’ve not finished with stuff about the Nice Opera yet, but enough for now…. 

Francis and Irena Farley – two very special people who regularly attended our Ristretto concerts, and 
who lived not far from us in Le Rouret - very good friends who threw some marvellous Sunday lunch 
parties with very interesting guests. I use the past tense advisedly because Francis very sadly passed 

away in July, at the age of 97 - 
so he’d had a good innings. 

He is survived by his 
Russian wife Irena.  

As a leading British 
scientist he designed 
and made game-
changing wartime 
radar equipment, later 
turning his attention 
to atomic research at 
Harwell and CERN. 

Here he is, presenting 
his book Catalysed 
Fusion at the CERN 
library. Not a 
textbook, I may say, 
but in fact a novel. 

Picture taken in 2013, so well into his 90’s at the time! 
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In fact Francis never stopped – no sooner had he arrived down here in supposed retirement than he 
designed the beam transport for cyclotron therapy, used for ocular melanoma on over 3000 patients 
in a Nice cancer hospital, with a cure rate of 95%. How he found time for lunch parties, or indeed 
Ristretto concerts for that matter, I shall never know! 

Frances died peacefully on 16 July and we were invited by Irena to attend his funeral in Nice on the 
24th. 

Another, considerably less sad July invitation came from Opus Opéra, Gattières to attend a reception 
celebrating its 30 years of existence. We were invited because I’d conducted three productions at 
the Festival over the years – La Serva Padrona, Madama Butterfly, and Janáček’s Příhody lišky 
Bystroušky, (The Cunning Little Vixen). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is not one of the productions I conducted, but as you can see, every available opportunity is 
taken to incorporate the historic village’s ancient stonework as part of the décor – as much of an 
acoustic plus as an aesthetic one, not to mention economising on building sets! 

In fact I think it was in 2003, the famous long hot summer in France, that whilst rehearsing the 
largely Czech orchestra for Puccini’s Butterfly in a school playground during the daytime I was 
persuaded to install air-conditioning at home – the heat up there nearly killed me!  

The orchestra at Gattières habitually included young foreign musicians, and Opus imported a lot of 
Russians for the Janáček. Pity – they should really have hauled in the Czechs for that….. 

Next up : the annual Ristretto concert in Villeneuve Loubet, at which we donate our services in 
return for free use of rehearsal facilities throughout the year. The concert always takes place in the 
open air near the banks of the river Loup which passes through the village, so of course we included 
To be sung of a Summer night on the river by Delius, plus Monetverdi’s Zefiro torna, Stanford’s Blue 
bird and other titbits, including three Verdi opera choruses – all of which went down a treat with the 
local mélomane (if not exactly connoisseur) public. 
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I’m actually listening to the live recording as I write this – funny, here we are in mid-winter 
(inasmuch as that exists down here) and the memory of summer heat comes flooding back. Not only 
that, but it was the night that France won the FIFA World Cup – and we had a packed audience all 
the same, albeit with sirens and loud whoops from the village in the background as France scored 
goal after goal – four in all. Talk about stiff competition! 

It seems that even whoops and sirens are comparatively restrained means of expression these days. 
Indeed, a little more spontaneous freedom is de rigeur when celebrating a winning goal – witness 
the England manager’s unrestrainedly flatulent jubilation, as his team scores its decisive triumph :- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I was not a little surprised to observe none less than Vladimir Ashkenazy employing similar tactics to 
elicit a true appassionato from his violin section : 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



24. Tickling the ivories - July&August 2018 
 
You can almost see the chap playing viola saying to himself “Thank God I’m not a cellist.”  

All the same, deIivering the goods in Russian music doesn’t always come naturally to UK string 
sections, impeccable though their intonation and ensemble may be. Just that little extra abandon – 
gentlemen and ladies please…. 

I well remember the pianist John Lill telling me down the pub about doing Rachmaninov 2 with 
Gennady Rozhdestvensky and the LSO - Noddy just couldn’t coax that extra ounce of passion from 
the strings at the outset, and was getting very frustrated with them. In typical manner he sent the 
orchestra home before the concert without having rehearsed everything properly, so everybody was 
left on tenterhooks. 

Come the show, and he nodded to John to start the series of chords which leads into the soaring 
string melody that launches the concerto proper. Normally you’d expect the conductor to be holding 
the stick from the outset, ready to bring in the strings at the appropriate moment, but, no – Noddy 
just stood with folded arms as John played away, the players getting more and more panicky as the 
crucial moment approached and seemingly the conductor was doing nothing…….yikes! 

All eyes were glued on the leader of the first violins as the moment approached – and then, just 
before it was too late, Noddy seized the stick from the stand before him and made a gesture at the 
entire string section which elicited a searing, tear-your-heart-out sound the like of which they had 
never ever produced before. 

All grist to the mill of Rozhdestvensky – that’s what real conducting is all about. 

He sadly passed away in June this year, but his memory lingers on…. 

Gennady Rozhdestvensky 
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Still basking in the memory of midsummer heat, then, let’s move over to Lumière in the heart of the 
Luberon, where the annual Ristretto Summer Academy takes place during the month of August. 

The activities include some fairly intense eating, drinking of local wines, swimming in the pool, plus 
optional extra-curricular kayaking on the nearby Sorgue. Here’s our team, rarin’ to go : 

And in the heat of the action : 
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When time permits we look at the odd bit of music of course. This year’s programme included a 
Messe à la carte – something of my own devising to give the thing a sense of project, rather than just 
aimlessly sitting around singing nice music in nice surroundings with nice people (which is what 
actually happens).  

To instil and enhance a sense of group identity we commissioned these mugs for the tea-break : 

 

You see how purposeful, dynamic, and thrusting it all is? You may feel the whole thing is not to your 
taste – much too demanding, far too strenuous. But we do permit a bit of relaxation during down-
time following the afternoon siesta : 

You’ll observe the odd person nodding off….. 
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So what exactly was this Messe à la carte? 

Well, I chose an assortment of Mass movements and strung them together at random with 
plainsong propers bridging the yawning gap between epochs, thus creating a coherent, yet 
enormously varied, liturgical Mass. 

Poulenc, Rheinberger, Zieleński (Polish renaissance), Taverner, the Tournai Mass, and Frank Martin 
were my chief sources – so from the 14th to the 20th centuries, the propers being even older of 
course. The timeless quality of plainchant acted very successfully as the bonding element, so it all 
hung together pretty well, at the same time giving both singers and audience (and hopefully God) 
something to get their teeth into. 

Scarcely had we returned home after Lumière than the family turned up from London – son Ben, 
daughter-in-law Gill, plus the two grandchildren Jake and Lara. Here they are on our terrace : 

 

Nice family time in between engagements – Lumière and Wexford. Merely a week or two, but that’s 
about all the holiday time I get during the summer. 

Oh, and then our friends from South Africa, now living in the UK - John and Laura Eagar - on a cruise 
ship stopping in Cannes. Followed by my boss from Wexford, David Agler with his partner Miles, who 
were also on a cruise ship which they were picking up in Monaco! We had time to join them for a 
lovely lunch in Nice just after they flew in from Canada.  

Next rendez-vous : the peat-bogs of Ireland – more of which in the next edition………. 


