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Enigma, enigma - what a strange composer Berlioz remains to this day. Especially In his home 
country, where he has been little understood – a rather sad thought.  

Dying unappreciated by his compatriots, he has never quite managed to redeem his image, nor even 
really establish a legitimate stature in France, although things are finally starting to move. 

Well, let me tell you something : the older I get, the less 
I am convinced by performances featuring musicians 
other than those from the land of a given composer’s 
birth (an absurd generalisation, I know), but this brings 
me to something which has been particularly 
regrettable in the case of Berlioz. Until thirty years 
ago one just didn’t hear his works recorded by French 
orchestras and choirs – individual artists yes 
perhaps, but larger groups very rarely. 

Elsewhere events have been much kinder – one 
thinks of Colin Davis’s sterling pioneer work in 
England way back in the late 1960’s with his 
recording of Les Troyens from Covent Garden, and 
later recording many works on the  
Berlioz Bicentenary label. 

We’re now 150 years on this month from 
Berlioz’s death in 1869, and the picture in 
France is changing. Resurrection enfin. 

 

I made reference a while back to François-Xavier Roth, the French conductor, who with his orchestra 
Les Siècles has done so much to restore a really authentic French touch to performances of Ravel, 
Debussy, Berlioz, Saint-Saëns, and even where historically documented justification exists, non-
French composers like Stravinsky - Le Sacre du Printemps for example. Although people such as Jiggy 
Gardiner have already done great stuff with his Orchestre Révolutionnaire et Romantique, Roth has 
raised the game by employing not only instruments d’époque, but instruments appropriate to a 
particular place, a particular work, or historical occasion. Apparently his musicians snoop around 
street markets in places as far afield as Hong Kong, locating instruments which have done the rounds 
of international brocantes. They restore and refurbish these antiques in preparation for recordings 
or future performances – you can imagine the loving care and attention bestowed, in fact you can 
actually hear it when the orchestra plays. 

That is what I mean about capturing the true spirit of a piece of music, and when you hear Les Siècles 
play the elusive, off-the-wall Berlioz, particularly in his more expansive works, everything falls into 
place. It’s true that compact masterpieces such as Nuits d’Eté or l’Enfance du Christ are easier for us 
foreigners to capture and render convincingly - I’ve conducted both, and felt no immediate need to 
throw myself under a train – but sprawly, wayward things like Les Troyens or la Grande Messe des 
Morts I’d rather confide to Les Siècles and Roth to ensure something more than just a passing 
semblance of authenticity. 

Not only that, but as I have previously remarked in relation to Bellini’s Norma, the sounds of nature 
as depicted by pre-20th C composers are evoked so much more effectively with period instruments 
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rather than by modern orchestras. We’re talking of Berlioz, and he’s a shining example of a 
composer who enjoyed portraying nature in his works – occasionally fashioning his own libretti with 
the express purpose of opening up suitably suggestive possibilities within the orchestral palette : 

 

Wandering through the plains of Hungary, Faust feels the morning breeze against his cheek as 
nature awakens round him. The breeze is palpable, murmuring away gently in muted violins, violas, 
and cellos – an extraordinarily effective evocation, softly ruffling the listener’s hair and leading him 
straight into the story without further ado. 

Les Siècles gave La Damnation de Faust in Versailles during January – once again with François-Xavier 
Roth at the helm - including a cast of Anna Caterina Antonacci as Marguerite, Nicolas Courjal as 
Méphistophélès, and Mathias Vidal as Faust himself. 
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Below is the principal protagonist, launching into the opening scene : 

And back in 1997, as a member of our old amateur choir, Syrinx! 

 

 

Just below Mathias, seated in front and to his left, is Alain Gilloux (baritone), who now sings with 
Ristretto, with Jo Walker in the background. It was Alain who kindly unearthed this photo. 

Mathias Vidal on TV live from Versailles, January 2019 
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Coincidentally, Mathias appeared on France Musique the other day in an hour-long interview where 
he rather touchingly mentioned those Syrinx days, plus the fact that I had correctly identified him as 
a tenor when he was a student (others having informed him he was a baritone). He referred to our 
time together at the European Union Opera in Baden Baden, where I’d taken him along as a young 
apprentice artist. Whilst at the EUO he met several future colleagues – the kind of useful encounter 
that eases one’s passage into the business. 

I do believe we in the music profession have a duty to identify and promote properly gifted young 
musicians. Some of us are better placed than others to do this, but wherever we are, whatever we 
are doing, it’s important to be on the lookout.  

I hasten to add that it’s correspondingly iniquitous to encourage non-talented individuals to assume 
that they are destined for a career. (I should know – I taught at Trinity College of Music in London!) 
Professors of singing in particular seem prone to surround themselves with coteries of like-minded, 
self-regarding pupils, most of whom mistakenly think they are headed for the stars.  

Kind to be cruel, or cruel to be kind? Neither is very nice really, but if we believe that by serving 
music we are serving humanity I think we’re probably doing the right thing. Putting ego or ambition 
before music in this context is definitely wrong. 

Mathias in his interview stressed the importance of the French language in the fabric of Berlioz’s 
music. Berlioz was himself a master of language, and fashioned his own libretti with considerable 
skill. Being a friend and neighbour of Théophile Gautier I’m sure helped a bit, and of course Berlioz 
took six of his friend’s poems to set as a cycle - viz Nuits d’été. A perfect marriage of music and text, 
they started life as standard piano-accompanied mélodies which were later orchestrated with such 
aplomb that, as Princess Di would have said, there were three of them in the marriage. 

Mathias is no mean musician, having started his studies as a pianist and then a conductor (tenors, as 
we all know, are either extremely stupid or extremely clever). He joined the amateur choir, Syrinx, as 
a student conductor to observe at close quarters how a professional conductor did his job (badly, 
needless to say) and in the process decided to become a singer (wise move). 

 

Another Vidal from Nice - Elizabeth, with whom I worked regularly as coach - has absolutely nothing 
to do with Mathias, except for sharing a name and singing in the Magic Flute. She had a pretty 
distinguished career as a coloratura soprano and did many Queens of the Night internationally. 
(Mathias is currently singing Monastatos at the Opéra Bastille, Paris, which is why I suddenly thought 
of her.) There was a production of the La Flûte Enchantée which I conducted in the open-air gardens 
at Beaulieu-sur-Mer (above) in which the stage direction was done by both Elizabeth and husband  
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André, also a singer. They had assembled a cast of young prize winners from various international 

singing competitions – and we had an orchestra drawn from 
the Philharmonique de Nice. 

The sung text was in German from Schikanede’s original Die 
Zauberflöte, but the spoken dialogue, of which we kept fair 
bit, was delivered in French for patently obvious reasons. 

We had to spend a fair bit of time coaching one or two singers 
in this spoken text - not a problem that we’d forseen – 
because some of them were so far off the mark with their 
French that the francophone audience would have picked up 
the gist better had we stuck to German! 

However, after three days things finally started to shape up 
and we could focus on the music and the production. 

 

Until the arrival of the bass - high priest, Sarastro, that is. He was late because of a prior engagement 
in Germany. He was Chinese, and spoke not one word of French, maybe two in English, yet luckily 
was quite fluent in German. The only other member of the cast who spoke any German didn’t do 
French, so I had to act as interpreter in addition to my conducting duties.  

After a week of intensive coaching all he was able to utter was “Jer m’appew Zawastwo. Jer say too”, 
the latter part of which, although patently a fib, at least helped the audience keep up with the plot. 

Never mind – he had a gorgeous voice, and that’s what matters. 

So, to get down to the nitty-gritty……..B&H? The blog title, I mean : B&H?  

Breitkopf & Härtel, Leipzig. Ja klar. The oldest music publishing house in the world, founded in 1719. 

Yes, but although Breitkopf & Härtel were closely associated with the original Händel-Gesellschaft in 
1858, the “B” of “B&H” within the context of this blog refers to Berlioz (how did you guess?), while 

the “H” of course refers to Handel - or Händel, as I should 
really spell him….. 

Yes, we’re back in 1707, and the 22-year-old composer 
from Saxony is doing his “gap year(s)” in Italy. While in 
Rome he often hangs out in the Cardinal Pietro 
Ottoboni’s place – or Palace, rather – where he is always 
welcome, principally to make music for the Cardinal.  

As is Arcangelo Corelli – Händel’s senior by some years - a 
very fine violinist, and of course a notable composer. 

Ottoboni was a huge supporter of the arts, particularly 
music, and knew talent when he saw it. He also 
supported Alessandro Scarlatti, Vivaldi, and Caldara, had 
a monumental collection of paintings, and was on the 
cards to become Pope. 

So, quite a lad, in brief…… 

Elizabeth 
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Needless to say, his pad in Rome lacked nothing in elegance, and of course the Palace suites were 
decorated by famous artists – Crespi, Conca, Ricci, Trevisani...you name it…..a humble abode… 

Ecco la casa :-  

The fact is – or so we are led to believe – that Handel (can’t be fished to grope for the Umlaut every 
time, nor to put in an “e”) had already started writing his setting of the Psalm Dixit Dominus in 
Venice, prior to his arrival in Rome. The basic compositional structure, complete with Vivaldian 
ritornelli, indeed strongly suggests Venice, but for some reason it was not destined to be given 
there, and he put it aside after writing only a couple of movements. 

Subsequently in Rome, when Ottoboni asked him to write a gobsmacking piece for performance at 
one of the extravagant Easter Vespers, Handel fished around in his rucksack…….. 

San Lorenzo in Damaso, where Dixit was probably first performed 
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….and pulled out the two movements he had already completed, saying “Howz about this then?” 

Ottobone had a squiz and said “Yikes!” (in Renaissance Italian ovviamente), then “Get on with it.” 

So Handel whacked out the rest in record time, and Bob’s yer uncle – Dixit Dominus! 

Venice and Rome / the Cardinal Ottoboni / Corelli and Handel / the Renaissance transiting into the 
Baroque : an tasty recipe, and the inspiration behind our Ristretto Spring concert programme. 

Oh, and I forgot to say, April saw the 260th anniversary of Handel’s death…… 

Venice of course, almost more than anything else, makes you think of Monteverdi - although so 
many other fine composers have been similarly inspired by the city. Jumping ahead a couple of 
centuries for example, Wagner wrote most of Parsifal in Venice, and of course there’s Britten’s 
Death in Venice, not to mention Stravinsky, who adored the place and premiered The Rake’s 
Progress, Canticum Sacrum, and Threni there. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Anyway, getting back to Monteverdi, several of whose Vespers movements were included in our 
programme, he was essentially a composer of the late Renaissance, though it cannot be denied that 
he opened the doors to the world of opera (not to mention St. Mark’s Venice). He likewise ushered 
in the Baroque, and for that reason alone posterity is indebted to him in a way that people had little 
inkling of until the 1960’s and early 70’s. In England the imaginatively pioneering work of Raymond 
Leppard at Glyndebourne, and the youthful John Eliot Gardiner, who conducted regular 
performances of the Vespers with his burgeoning Monteverdi Choir, got the thing going initially - in a 
charismatic, albeit not perhaps frightfully historically informed, way.  

Stravinsky lies buried in San Michele, on the Venice lagoon 
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Who cares? We were lucky to be born into that emerging world, those of us singing with the 
Monteverdi choir in the days of its infancy. Sadly, I left just before their first recording of the Vespers 
in the mid-1970’s but had participated in quite a few performances of the work in magnificent 
ecclesiastical buildings where we were split up into groups and sent all over the place – up into 
galleries, hanging out of pulpits, hidden behind the altar etc. You have only to watch the later filming 
in St. Mark’s Venice (1989) on YouTube to see why we used to call it Monty Python’s Flying Vespers. 

Here in Ristretto we’re all greatly looking forward to the prospect of doing the Vespers next year at 
the Italianate cathedral of Ste. Réparate in Nice, and then probably Monaco, followed by subsequent 
performances in Italy. We’ll have the period band which we didn’t have at our recent concerts, so 
playing at 415 won’t be such an issue, if indeed that’s at all necessary - the pitch at the time in 
Venice being probably higher than today’s 440(+). 

For the Ristretto April concerts the musicians had to tune down because Dixit Dominus of Handel, 
which we did in the second half of the programme, is virtually unsingable at modern pitch. We did it 
at 440 in Wexford last year, and I can tell you the poor choir left its toothmarks in the lavatory seat! 

The Ristretto orchestra, rehearsing in St. Paul’s Monaco – this time the toothmarks were left by the 
musicians, who were doing their valiant best to play in tune at 415. 

 If you’re not used to it, it’s a bloody nightmare. Never mind, by and large it paid off, and in terms of 
the Dixit Dominus enabled the choir to turn in a truly excellent performance that had the audience 
on its feet – applauding, you idiot, not running for the nearest exit, if that’s what you were thinking. 


