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We’ll start with the jellyfish stings – firstly genuine ones, then prickly figures of speech……  

The live stings : I usually regale you with an annual report on the sea conditions during my summer 
swims (I know - fascinating, unputdownable) and certainly don’t intend to disappoint on that score 
this time around. (Are you sitting comfortably? I SAID, ARE YOU SITTING COMFORTABLY?) Well, let 
me tell you, the fact is that the bloody Mediterranean took far longer than usual this year to warm 
up to tolerable levels – way beyond mid-May, which is when I normally take my first daring plunge. 

26 June was when I finally plucked up courage, with the water at an unexpectedly high 21C - having 
hovered annoyingly for weeks between an icy 14C and a slightly more tempting yet resistible 17C. 
Wading in, I was welcomed with open arms by a huge jellyfish, which embraced me ceremoniously 
in its tentacles – evoking the sensation of barbed wire scraped across bare skin, and leaving huge red 
weals all down my arm. (They’re still just visible, and as I write this we’re well into November …..). 

So much, then, for the real jellyfish stings (and real they certainly were!). Now to the figurative 
ones….  

Remember this from Wexford last year? 

Well, the picture wasn’t quite so gaudily annotated last time it appeared in my blog, but thanks to 
advances in modern technology a highly sophisticated form of communication is currently available, 
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enabling, believe it or not, the  dead to put up posts on Facebook without having recourse to 

a human/spiritual medium…….all done through Alexa!  

The above was posted on Facebook the other day by composer Saverio Mercadante (1795-1870), 
together with the colourful annotations in 19th century Italian (English text thanks to Google 
Translate), pointing out how counter-productive the above production of his Il Bravo had been. 

You may or may not wish to agree – I could not possibly comment. However, others whose business 
it is to comment on such things have done the job for me. Not actually in connection with the above 
opera, but a comparable production of Mozart’s Magic Flute at another celebrated festival, taking 
place several months after Wexford, and produced by the same stage director. The venue, whose 
name I am not supposed to mention, begins with the letter G. (Clue :  DJ’s and picnics on the lawn….) 

Let’s start, then, with this eulogy from The Arts Desk : Thankfully, the singing at its best cuts through 
the overpowering imagery and trickery that threatens to smother it. Mozart’s music offers the easiest 
escape route. From time to time, I yearned to close my eyes and listen hard. 

Moving up the food chain, here’s Rupert Christiansen in the Telegraph : meaningless, tasteless, 
pointless, gimmicky mish-mash presented at Glyndebourne, presumably at great expense and 
investment of time. Glyndebourne must have hoped that this show would cook up a delicious treat of 
a box-office winner. All it’s got is egg on its face. 

Up another floor (ladies’ underware?) – a veritable accolade, this time from Richard Morrison in the 
Times:  Die Zauberflöte review — dour, gruesome and preposterously trite. God, or perhaps Isis and 
Osiris, save us from over-elaborate productions of The Magic Flute…this produces fewer laughs than 
Parsifal. 

And the final ecstatic paean of praise from Goldilocks herself - Hugh Canning in the Sunday Times : 

 I have left little space for Glyndebourne’s new staging of Die Zauberflöte because I would not 
recommend it to anyone. The concept is so feeble, it’s barely worth mentioning. Ugh. 

Of course this twaddle emanates from the despicable gutter press, and is probably best ignored. The 
poor maligned stage director in question is such a honey, and a pure pleasure to work with. My heart 
truly bleeds for him. Christiansen’s outrageous suggestion in the Telegraph of unnecessary 
expenditure on costumes, sets, and over-elaborate technical effects is sheer nonsense – the budget 
for Wexford’s Il Bravo was tiny, technical stage rehearsal time minimal, and the whole show was 
onstage in a trice. Before we knew where we were, we were into performances, and all of us looked 
back on the all-too-brief, intensely agreeable rehearsal period with waves of yearning and 
unspeakable nostalgia. 

(Too bad those waves were laden with jellyfish…..) 

More of Wexford anon – sadly, 2019 was my final season as chorus master and conductor there. 

The month of July slipped by pretty much without incident, but because of the constant invasion by 
jellyfish I didn’t get to do my customary 40-minute swim until mid-July, when the water hovered 
between 23C and 25C. Summer tourist hordes had already started to clutter up the beaches, so not 
quite so much fun. (But hopefully now that I’ve given up Wexford I’ll be able to enjoy the quieter 
period from mid-September to mid-October, while the water is still swimmable!) 
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The final week of July signalled the visit of son Ben 
and granddaughter Lara. We kicked off with lunch 
at our favourite Villeneuve Loubet beach 
restaurant, Le Grand Large, followed (natch) by a 
swim. Then the pair then took off to Italy, where 
they hired bikes and cycled along the coastline on 
the track of a disused railway from San Remo – a 
lovely ride, by all accounts.  

Wonderful evenings on the terrace in Villeneuve 
Loubet, eating outside beneath the vine with a 
bottle of the incontournable rosé, interspersed with 
visits to Nice and the surrounding arrière-pays….. 

On the left are the two glamorous gels - 
granddaughter Lara, with Susie in Nice. 

(Whilst I was stuck at home learning scores for our 
Summer Academy, and of course Wexford, which of 
course specialises in bloody unknown repertoire!) 

A couple of days after the family’s departure we hit 
the road for Lumières, in the depths of Provence, 
for our 10th annual Ristretto Summer Academy……  

 

Poor old Susie – first job on arrival is to clean up 
the chapel in which we rehearse, ready for the 
invasion of troops next day. 

As I’ve said previously, it’s a 1930’s art deco 
octagonal masterpiece - still consecrated, yet 
used primarily as a storage space for the hotel, an 
ex-monastery, to which it is appended. 

All sorts of strange things may be found within : 
chairs, beds, heaters, linen. You name it….. 

Fortunately the hotel clears away most of the 
junk before we arrive, but it tends to get pretty 
dusty inside. Pews are cleared, and then 40 chairs 
have to be set out in a double semicircle, with 
music stands, electric fans (no air conditioning in 
the 1930’s), rehearsal piano, coffee mugs and 
percolators in the vestry for rehearsal breaks... 

Luckily one or two of our punters arrive a day 
early and help with preparations – it’s very much a family feeling, which lends considerable charm. 
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As part of our image de marque, we had these Ristretto coffee mugs made – quelle élégance! 

Oh no - they’re not chuck-away either. Real china, so no threat to the environment….. 

This year we performed a retrospective 
selection from our nine academies to date, 
with works by Bach, James Macmillan, 
Schumann, Naylor, Pearsall, and Arvo Pärt, 
including his Spiegel im Speigel beautifully 
played by Jenny Thorn, one of our altos, who 
is also a professional violinist in the UK. 

Crap accompanist – too bad - but it filled out 
the programme very neatly, acting as a 
bridge between the composer’s Magnificat 
Antiphons and the James Macmillan 
Strathclyde Motets in the second half of the 
concert. 

Next year we return to Russia with the All 
Night Vigil of Rachmaninov, plus a revamp of 
Schnittke’s Concerto for Choir. We’ll tackle 
only part of both works, with complete 
performances in view for later academies. 
We didn’t quite nail the Schnittke last time, 
and as it was part of the initial raison d’être 
for the Ristretto Summer  Academy, I’m 

particularly keen for us all to get it right! It’s a real toughie, which is why it’s so rarely performed. 
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We were honoured by the presence for the whole week of Brian Dickie, who was probably as much 
attracted by the local wine and hotel cuisine as anything else, not to mention the infectious 
conviviality. He’s already booked himself in for next year, so it’s clearly contagious! 

After a post-
morning 
rehearsal, 
pre-prandial 
swim in the 
hotel pool, 
cooling off 
with some 
delicious rosé 
and lunch of 
stolen 
offerings 
from the 
breakfast 
table. (Have 
to leave 
space for the 
evening meal 
in the 
cloister!)  

Brian took this happy photo of us all letting off steam following our end-of-week concert in the 
adjoining 17th Century church : 
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Literally two days after our return from Lumière we received a visit from an old friend, John Eagar, 
and his wife, Laura, plus daughter Abbey (Abigaille), who at the age of 15 is already a promising 
flautist and gifted soprano, with a voice destined for the lyric stage. Opera runs in the family : father 
and grandfather were both singers, the latter being the late lamented South African baritone 
Lawrence Folley, whom I had the honour to coach and conduct in performances at the Cape Town 
opera during the early 80’s, just before the fall of apartheid. 

John and Laura are South African, but the family now lives near London. This was not the first time 
John had visited us, though – here he is back in 1995, visiting us from his native Cape Town. 

We’re working on 
Wagner’s Flying 
Dutchman, the 
title role of which 
he was due to sing 
shortly after his 
return to SA.  
(Sadly I all too 
rarely get the 
opportunity to 
coach Wagner 
roles in this part of 
the world. It’s all 
Italo- or Franco- 
centric opera 
down here!) 

Having said that, by some strange coincidence the Eagars were around this year when two of my 
regular coaching 
clients asked if we’d 
like to eat out with 
them at a restaurant 
in the village, so John 
and family joined us 
for a highly convivial 
operatic evening.  

Front left and right : 
Wolfgang Rauch 
(German baritone, 
whom I have also 
been coaching in 
Holländer plus Wotan 
and Amfortas), and 
Carlo Guido (Italian 
lyrico spinto tenor, 
who’s been doing 
Verdi’s Aida and La Forza del Destino with me). And at the back, John and family. Libiamo! 
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Nice piccy of John and Susie in front of Le Nomade statue at Antibes : 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

John and I first knew one another in 1978, when I joined the opera company in Cape Town. We soon 
became firm friends, thanks largely to a touring Traviata production, where I conducted and he sang 
Papa Germont. Many other operas and concerts with the Cape Town Symphony Orchestra followed 
up until 1982, when I left for Pietermaritzburg. He came to sing Stainer’s Crucifixion for us in 
Mariztburg shortly before Easter of 1984, and then I didn’t see him again for eleven years until the 
above brief visit here in France of 1995. Then another twenty three years (!) elapsed before the 
family took a Mediterranean cruise in 2018, stopping off briefly in Cannes. We saw them before they 
set sail for their next destination.  August this year therefore was rather a special visit, and good that 
they stayed a whole week – really gave us a chance to catch up.   

After the Eagars’ departure the second half of August rolled by very quickly, as did the first half of 
September, and before we knew where we were it was time to pack the bags for my final stint at 
Wexford .  

The place will hold 
many dear 
memories, not 
least our 
favourite junk 
shop in the 
centre of town.  

There’s 
always 
something in 
the window 
to make 
one smile! 
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But apart from the fun of it all, there has been serious work to do both during and after the season, 
with well over 300 candidates to audition between the end of one year’s festival and the end of 
January the following year. The casting process takes months to sort out, then the schedule, plus 
people asking for NA (non-availabllity) permission on certain days…. 

This year one of our choristers (average age 25-35) was engaged to sing in a showcase recital as a 
young artist at the Wigmore Hall on a Wexford rehearsal day. He asked our permission well ahead of 
the season to go and do it – an extremely difficult request to refuse – but after much discussion, 
leave was sadly denied, owing to the horrendous complexities of Wexford rehearsal planning. God 
then subtly intervened by nudging the company manager to schedule Thursday 26 September as a 
company day off. That day happened to be the day of the Wigmore recital, so Guy was able to finish 
our Wednesday rehearsals at 5.30pm, catch a plane from Dublin to London that night, sing La Bonne 
Chanson – a comparatively little known cycle by Fauré – in London the next evening, and somehow 
be back in time for the 10am rehearsal in Wexford on the Friday morning without a soul noticing! 

I’m saying all this because it reminded me of my first day at Wexford back in 2013. Having had a 
longstanding engagement in Nice on the evening of the day of my expected (contractual) arrival, I 
had to catch the late night plane from Nice to Dublin, finally arriving in Wexford at 3.30am the next 
morning, fell into bed and somehow got myself up for my first  rehearsal with the chorus at 10am – 
not in ideal shape, it has to be said, but somehow the newness of it all got me through my first day. 

Anyway, this, my very last season’s chorus, proved to be an absolute winner from all points of view. 
Some of them were still getting costumes sorted in wardrobe when this photo was taken, but you 
can see how young and energetic they all look. Believe it or not, this is the vocal warm-up prior to 
the final performance of Massenet’s Don Quichotte and they still look as fresh as a daisy!  
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A wonderful crowd, they sang like angels, and behaved accordingly – God’s gift to mankind and the 
world of opera.  

Conducting the chorus and taking them through the music has been nothing but pleasure from the 
start of my time in Wexford. The difficult decision to leave the job was provoked by the demanding 
workload, and partly by a bunch of time-wasting frustrations more often than not to do with stage 
production. In fact I had actually made up my mind to quit by fairly early on last season….. 

One stage director who definitely does not get up my nose though is Rodula Gaitanou, with whom 
I’ve had the pleasure of working three times at Wexford. 

 

This year’s production of Massenet’s Don Quichotte was no exception – I’m quite sure she’s destined 
to be up there with the stars. Indeed, she already has some impressive credits to her name, 
including the nomination as opera director of the year at the International Opera Awards 2019. 

Although Don Quichotte is naturally enough quite well known in France, its acceptance elsewhere is 
another matter. Upstaged by Carmen – generally acknowledged as the Franco-Hispanic opera  – 
Massenet’s Quichotte is not really given its fair due on the international scene. (I know it’s often 
said, but it really is remarkable how all the best “Spanish” music is written by French composers, and 
not just opera – the same extends likewise into the symphonic and song repertoire.) 
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Anyway with oblique reference to Bizet’s Carmen, the outstanding singer in the Massenet, and 
indeed of the festival, was the Russian mezzo Aigul Akhmetshina. All of twenty-three years old, she’s 
recently sung Carmen at Covent Garden.  

(Wot? Carmen - the title role - at the Garden - only 23?) 

Yep. Aigul’s got what it takes. Everything in fact…. 

And the nicest possible person to work with. What more do you want? 

There were a couple of other young stars running around backstage too. One was Wexie – Rodula’s 
little boy : 

Not only did he steal everyone’s heart, but also their 
pudding…. This is him at the company dinner at the end 
of the first week in rehearsals. 

Wexie ran round the tables and grabbed whatever was 
going, choosing his moment when people were too busy 
to notice him (showing off and talking about themselves). 

He kept running up to me during Massenet rehearsals, 
shouting “I like the music!” as if somehow to imply his 
mother’s production was rubbish. Smacked botty! 
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The other little scene-stealer came from our humble village of Villeneuve Loubet – believe it or not! 

 

 

 

 Three-year-old Lewis graced us with his presence at the penultimate 
performance of the La Cucina/Adina double-bill. His father, Steve, is an EasyJet pilot whom we’ve 
known for some time. Steve used to live on a boat down on the Villeneuve Loubet Marina, and we’d 
frequently bump into him on walks. Shortly after meeting the lovely Bea from Botswana (left of the 
picture) Steve bought himself a house in our village, settled in with Bea, and naturally enough, ere 
long little Lewis popped up (or rather out, I should say). 

Having been neither to an opera, nor indeed to Ireland, in their lives, the little crew happened to be 
in the UK during late October and made the decision to fit Wexford into the family itinerary – ergo 
this happy picture. Steve and Bea watched the double-bill performance, while Susie stood guard 
backstage with Lewis, who was suitably attired in posh clothes, tie-bow (sic), plus official backstage 
pass on a ribbon round his neck. 

The plan was actually for Lewis to sleep during the performance, but of course no such thing! First of 
all he kicked off playing football in the Green Room with the technical crew. Then, after the show, 
Lewis&Mummy visited the artists’ dressing rooms - performance nerves giving way to delighted 
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smiles and ooh-aahs. The two in the centre of the above picture (Susie crouching behind) are Levy 
Sekgapane, principal tenor in Rossini’s Adina, and Irish mezzo Rachel Kelly who took the title role. 

Two more shots taken during the performance itself, with Rachel, who absolutely fell for Lewis, and 
the Italian actor Luca Nucera : 

Referring back to the previous photo for a moment, several of the protagonists are clearly people of 
colour…. 

(Susie’s family DNA test, by the way, reveals more than a sprinkling of African blood in the genes…) 

The slightly hilarious thing is that Levy was brought up in South Africa - Kroonstad in the Orange Free 
State - while Susie was brought up in neighbouring Lesotho, formerly British Basutoland. They both 
therefore speak Sesotho, and were able to converse comfortably in Wexford using that language. 
Bea on the other hand from nearby Botswana speaks Shona, a very slightly estranged tongue, so 
comprehending the other two was not necessarily that straightforward for her. 

It was good to hear another exotic language in the corridors of Wexford – we’re used to Italian as 
the second lingua franca of the festival, and whenever a French opera crops up (quite frequently) it 
becomes the third language. Having said that, there was not one native French speaker in the cast 
for Don Quichotte. On the contrary, two Russians (well, Feodor Chaliapin did create the title-role), 
and an Icelander were among the principal protagonists. 

French featured though, albeit indirectly, during rehearsals because Rodula had done her studies in 
musicology at La Sorbonne, and the two young Italian conductors (Vivaldi’s Dorilla in Tempe and the 
double bill) both spoke fluent French, into which we slipped without really noticing. I’m generally 
easier in French than Italian anyway, and they were similarly afflicted when tussling with English, so 
it was so much easier to parler en français. 
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In the midst of all this it was so sad to read of the death during late October of one of the most 
eminent musicians to emerge from the UK during the middle/latter half of the 20th century – 
Raymond Leppard. When I was up at Oxford stories of his slightly exotic tutorials at Cambridge were 
rife, and were frequently passed on by my pals in King’s and John’s choirs. I’d already earmarked his 
name as composer of the music for Peter Brook’s 1963 film of William Golding’s The Lord of the Flies, 
but keeping track subsequently was not easy because of his amazing versatility – he’d pop up in so 
many different guises! Harpsichordist, pianist, accompanist, conductor, musicologist, composer… 

One of my good Oxford friends, James Bowman, worked with Leppard at Glyndebourne, notably on 
the legendary Peter Hall production of Cavalli’s La Calisto, and of course we all adored the epoch-
making Leppard Monteverdi realisations from those Glyndebourne years, which Raymond 
conducted with such dedicated gusto. I’d even go so far as to say that without those enchantingly 
succulent, ear-tickling realisations Monteverdi wouldn’t be quite where he is today, although of 
course we all snigger at them now. We really shouldn’t. 

A living legend whose name was closely associated with Raymond’s was mezzo Janet Baker. Their 
careers became intertwined during those halcyon Glyndebourne years, with Leppard as both 
accompanist and conductor – an association which became an integral part of the Benjamin Britten 
setup at Aldeburgh, another gigantic landmark in British musical history. James (Bowman) of course 
was very much part of this, and Britten wrote The Journey of the Magi and the role of Apollo in 
Death in Venice especially for him. 

The musical world is indeed a small one – if it weren’t I wouldn’t be able to proudly share a rather 
special photograph on this page.: 

Taken in approximately 2004 in Chicago, it 
shows Raymond playing for me at a 
rehearsal of Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas.  

OK, I’ll come clean, I was actually assisting 
him at the time, and was also acting as 
chorus master. I wanted to sort out a few 
things with the chorus, so he kindly acted as 
rehearsal accompanist. 

Brian Dickie, General Director of the opera 
company and celebrated photographer, 
took the piccy. (That’s the second of Brian’s 
photos in this blog – he’ll be after me for 
royalties!) 

Raymond and I shared many memorable 
lunches and dinners together, and I quickly 
lost count of the bottles of excellent 
Zinfandel we consumed. 

Requiescat in pace….. 

 



31 - July to November 2019 - Jellyfish stings and sad 
departures  

 
I’ve nearly finished, you’ll be glad to hear, but before signing off, a final few words concerning 
Wexford, and more particularly the departing artistic director David Agler. In fact three of us headed 
for the door this year (don’t ask who was holding it open) : David, Joe Csibi, the orchestra manager, 
and yours truly. Because our dressing rooms were cheek by jowl in the underground warrens of the 
opera house, Joe and I have got to know one another quite well over the years, and we’ve shared 
some good laughs. Also having conducted the orchestra on the odd occasion has brought me closer 
to many of the musicians. But holding us all together in his quiet way has been David Agler, who has 
presided artistically over some absolutely key developments in Wexford’s history. 

Now, what makes an opera house great? Hands up! 

“Please sir, please sir!”  (Frantic gesticulation and hand-waving…) 

“Yes, Thompson?”  

“Famous singers, sir!” 

“No, cretin. It’s the musical infrastructure. That’s what counts.” 

(Forlorn countenance, slightly abashed) “Oh. What’s that mean, sir?”  

David Agler took on the artistic directorship at Wexford in 2005. In 2008, three years later, the 
magnificent new opera house was opened – the National Opera House of Ireland, and a veritable 
national treasure. That’s a piece of architectural infrastructure for you…… but what do you put inside 
it? 

Well, as everyone knows, any decent building needs firm foundations. Exactly the same applies 
metaphorically to the musical activities of an opera house - ie a decent orchestra, chorus, and music 
staff – before you start thinking about bringing in the famous names. 

Any fool with access to money can hire big stars to attract the public, but to create the above 
mentioned essential components, and to engage the right people to take charge of them….aha, 
that’s another matter. It demands vision and inspirational leadership - not easy-to-come-by 
qualities. 

Well, in 2006 David created the largely Irish Wexford Festival Orchestra at a time when most of the 
orchestras in Ireland were radio-based – already quite a significant departure from the norm. Some 
very fine players from the leading London orchestras in there too – LPO, LSO, Academy of St. Martin 
in the Fields…. 

Over the years he has assembled a team of repetiteurs second to none – English, Irish, Italian, 
American, Canadian – all first-class pianists, voice coaches, conductors, and general musicians. 

In 2011 the international Wexford Festival Chorus was created – an impressive bunch of young 
singers, all of whom nursed ambitions for solo careers. In 2013 the Wexford chorus won the 
nomination as best chorus of the year at the International Opera Awards. 

Need I go on? David will be a hard act to follow. 

What now, then? Look at the past history…..bit by bit after the outset, the festival cultivated an 
innovative, repertoire-inspired planning. In those days (1950’s) nobody knew anything beyond a 
handful of Donizetti’s 70-plus operas, nor anything much by Janáček, not to mention stuff from the 



31 - July to November 2019 - Jellyfish stings and sad 
departures  

 
pen of the early Verdi. The public largely eschewed the operas of Massenet, apart from Manon and 
Werther - I could go on and on. Wexford wholeheartedly addressed that issue, putting unknown 
masterpieces back where they belonged before the public. 

All good and highly laudable, but times have changed. Most of the above is now standard rep. and 
there’s far less left to unveil – ironically thanks in part to the Wexford Festival itself. To tell the truth, 
I feel that the mission of rediscovering lost treasures is finally approaching its sell-by date in our 
supposedly enlightened age, so Wexford’s core activities have a kind of inbuilt self-destruct. (Bit like 
your printer at home or in the office – don’t update the software is all I can suggest…..) 

There have been exceptions that I have witnessed during my seven years at Wexford, notably 
Guglielmo Ratcliff by Mascagni, and Le Pré aux Clercs by Hérold, plus perhaps Alfano’s hitherto 
totally unknown Risurrezione. But that’s a mere three operas out of twenty-one mainstage works 
during my seven seasons - and it’s only my own judgement, after all. Hope I’m wrong! 

 

Don’t wish to dwell on the sad side of things, but this is our very last evening – at Greenacres 
Michelin-rated restaurant cum classy wine merchant - thanks to the kind invitation of James 
O’Connor, proprietor, to the right of piccy, wearing fancy waistcoat. David’s next to him, his arm 
round Susie. 

We’d just scuttled through the rain, escaping from a huge last night party attended by all the 300 or 
so volunteers who work at the festival, plus the cast&chorus of the final evening’s double bill, and at 
which the mayor presented David with the Freedom of Wexford. That done, we took the mutual 
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decision to avoid tearful farewells by sneaking off to Greenacres, where the Great and Good of 
Ireland were having the splendiferous dinner to which we were bidden.  

David and I shared the honours – well, mostly David of course, for whom eulogies and tributes 
poured out, together with glasses of Château Pontet-Canet. We were both hauled to the front for 
the speeches - ultimately it turned out to have been the right decision to finish up this way : not too 
emotional, but with slightly puffed-up chest and mild air of formality which helps to maintain the 
requisite stiff upper lip on these occasions. 

The lovely lady on the right is Fionnuala Hunt, leader of the Festival Orchestra. Her husband is a 
dealer in fine wines, so the evening decidedly fulfilled its purpose, things tying in rather nicely! 

I must not forget to mention what was for me, in terms of all-round mission statement, the highlight 
of the festival : a concert performance of Stanford’s opera The Veiled Prophet. Complete with a huge 
contribution from the chorus, it turned out to be a grand, if faulted, work. One big surprise for me 
was the skilful orchestration – shades of Brahms (expected), but more surprisingly Tchaikowsky, and 
even Dvořák.  

One of the evening’s heroes was Gavan Ring, who in the 
course of a sublimely eloquent monologue succeeded in 
pulling a packed opera house almost onstage with 
him…..just like a Lieder recital. You could have hear a 
pin drop…….shhhhhh…….. 

Gavan is somewhat gender-fluid, having recently 
transitioned from baritone to tenor. He’s going to sing 

Messiah for us next month in Monaco – his first Messiah as a tenor. He’s sung it numerous times as a 
baritone of course, so I hope he doesn’t stand up in the wrong places! 
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The one Wexford opera that I’ve mentioned so far merely en passant is Vivaldi’s Dorilla in Tempe. 
Extraordinary to relate, the piece was scarcely performed after its premiere in 1726, excepting for a 
few faltering revivals, during which it became transformed into a sort of pasticcio version with 
movements pulled from several composers - most notably from Vivaldi’s own Four Seasons. 

Anyway, the piece subsequently lay dormant for centuries, until l’Opéra de Nice decided to put it on 
in collaboration with l’Ensemble Baroque de Nice – a professional ensemble run by Baroque violinist 
Gilbert Bezzina – during their 1993 season, when I was still working there. Thereby hangs a tale…. 

Now, you can’t say this blog doesn’t do its share of anecdotes. People here in France often sigh and 
clasp their hands when I tell them what I do for a living “Oh là là – quel beau métier!” they sigh. Little 
do they know what goes on in the business behind closed doors! 

I’ve already mentioned the political goings-on at the Nice Opera, where I found myself frequently 
caught up in the crossfire. Well, here’s another yarn……the previously mentioned (late) Dorothea 
Glatt (Blog number 24 – July&August 2018.) connived with the then chorusmaster (also the late) 
Dante Ghersi, by entrusting the opera chorus to my hands for this quite significant Vivaldi revival – 
Dorilla’s first outing since the Baroque period. 

Nothing fishy in that, you might think, but read on……. 

The eyes of the opera world would consequently be on this production (something which I suspect 
was foisted on the Nice Opera by outside political forces), but there was every chance the chorus 
would be an embarrassment. The cast, being thoroughly accomplished international baroque 
singers, likewise the orchestra, the stylishly inept barkers and yellers of the Nice opera chorus would 
probably let the side down and be put to ignominious shame. Any failure on the part of l’Opéra de 
Nice could therefore usefully be attributed to me. 

 (In case you think I’m exaggerating, I heard the Nice opera chorus sing a Bach John Passion last year, 
which made me wince - so wide of the mark was their contribution – that you’d be reassured the 
cunning plan formulated between Glatt and Ghersi was unlikely to fall short of expectations.) 

Well……… wanna read what the top French magazine Opéra International finally had to say? 

Mais la surprise vient des chœurs de l’Opéra de Nice dont on pouvait craindre la 
méconnaissance du style baroque, spledidement préparés par Errol Girdlestone. 

(F*** !!) 

Dorilla had such a success that the specialist recording company Pierre Vérany immediately stepped 
in with an offer of a CD recording, which remained the only available commercial disc until 2018 : a 
full twenty-four years later, when I Barocchisti and Diego Fasolis made their recent recording. 

Having wrung my hands with such abject modesty, I’ll simply have to add a recent quote from 
Michael Dervan, music critic of the Irish Times, on our 2019 Wexford performance : 

Dorilla in Tempe : The singing of the main characters is pretty sturdy. The contributions of 
the chorus are much better than that. 

Short but sweet. I hope the two G’s (hopefully) rotting in hell read it in time before I join them 
(making three G’s). 



31 - July to November 2019 - Jellyfish stings and sad 
departures  

 
Do wonders never cease? Now, you ain’t going to believe this string of coincidences, but while Susie 
and I were waiting in the queue to board our Dublin-Nice homebound flight, whom should I see 
standing there but John Elwes, waiting to board the same flight. 

(John Elwes…….John Elwes…?) 

Born John Hahessy of Irish parentage, John became head chorister at Westminster Cathedral during 
the reign of George Malcolm in the late 1950’s. He possessed a treble voice the like of which you 
have never heard, inspiring Benjamin Britten to write a number of things for him to sing, including 
the solos in his Missa Brevis, the Corpus Christi carol, and most notably the canticle Abraham and 
Isaac. This last he actually wrote with Kathleen Ferrier in mind, but never recorded it with her, 
whereas he did with John, and of course Peter Pears, during the period where John’s voice was 
breaking and he temporarily sang as an alto. 

I didn’t know John in those days, but I happened to be singing in the chorus for a performance of 
Bach’s St. John Passion in my Oxford college (Keble) during the middle 1960’s, when the young 
Evangelist – a student at the Royal College of Music - stepped forward for his first recitative. A 
couple of the top notes disappeared into the ether, but basically I’d never heard anything so 
beautifully done. It was nothing short of sublime – eighteen years old! On asking I was told his name 
was John Hahessy.  I recognised that name immediately, having the Westminster Cathedral Victoria 
Responses for Tenebrae recording in my collection, not to mention the Britten Missa Brevis recording 
from the same period - all sprinkled with solos sung by this amazing treble. 

It wasn’t until the abovementioned Opéra de Nice production of Dorilla that we really got to know 
one another – John, by now a distinguished baroque tenor with many recordings to his name, had 
been cast in the role of Elmiro. I gathered that he lived in France, holding a teaching post in the 
University at Montpellier, and so invited him to sing Messiah which I conducted in Nice, Monte 
Carlo, and Vence in 1996, followed in successive years by performances of the Bach St. Matthew 
Passion, where John in my opinion was quite the best Evangelist ever. Finally, I have an extra special 
memory of conducting the Britten Serenade for Tenor, Horn, and Strings with him – the last thing we 
did together. 

John moved back permanently to Ireland – I think during the 
very late 1990’s – settling in Kilkenny. Stupidly I never thought 
to contact him during my time in Wexford – we could have had 
some uproarious evenings in Simon’s Tavern! 

Anyway, to cut a long story short, here we are a couple of 
weeks ago on arrival back at Nice from Dublin.  

John was actually staying with Gilbert Bezzina, who had indeed 
conducted the Nice performances and recording of Dorilla. 
Gilbert was waiting to pick John up at the airport, where Susie 
took this picture of the three of us. 

Gilbert is in the middle. Poor dab could scarcely believe his ears 
when I told him we had just done Dorilla at Wexford! John was 
on his way the following day to sell his apartment in 
Montpellier, but what an extraordinary tying-up of loose ends! 
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Just one more thing, and I’ve saved yet another really touching (for me) moment till last : 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Custer’s last stand, as I’m pulled out to the front of the stage by David on the last night of the 
Wexford Festival. 

The new Chairwoman, the new Artistic Director, and the Chief Executive, plus cast and conductor of 
the final performance of the 2019 season are standing directly behind me – not sure whether the 
applause from the audience wasn’t slightly eclipsed by that extraordinary warm wave of support and 
appreciation from behind……… 

Enough ego-tripping. Being away from home for two months means an enormous amount of 
catching-up to do. Better shut up and get on with it! 


