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Tears and raindrops portrayed as companions constitute a powerful, frequently evoked metaphor – 
especially to those of us involved in the worlds of music and literature. 

Before I get going, then, just to tell you that this morning, midst the gently falling rain, we took our 
adored cat to the vet and had him put down.  

Poor chap had developed a cancerous growth on his nose which eventually got the better of him. I 
wasn’t aware that cats as a species are unable to breathe through their mouths. Now I’ve acquired 
that knowledge - the hard way. 

So, bearing this sad story in mind, given the title of the current blog you’d be quite forgiven for 
assuming our dear cat’s name was Beethoven, but no, he was called Blobby.  

Blobby?  

Well, if you look carefully at the tip of his tail you’ll see why Susie bestowed this particular moniker 
upon what turned out to be the most lovable animal. He and his mother came to us some fifteen 
years ago, having narrowly escaped being rounded up as strays – and subsequently carted off to 
some municipal gas chamber or other. 

Somehow they climbed out of the sack and ran for their little lives, up the staircase outside our 
house, and leapt onto our terrace. Both were clearly traumatised, and never entirely recovered from 
the experience. 

We adopted them both. Sorry, wrong way round – they adopted us - but neither would actually 
enter the house. Instead, they took up residence on the terrace, and were perfectly happy observing 
the three cats already in the house through the windows. And vice-versa. 

To start with there was little social interaction - well, you know cats – but ere long Blobby endeared 
himself to our gang, and indeed to us. Despite the lasting effects of the “social services” trauma, he 
turned out to be quite the most affectionate cat, gentle and unaggressive in his behaviour towards 
the other moggies.  
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Both he and mummy would eat out on the terrace, and if one of the other cats fancied a bit of extra 
food would generally step aside, Blobby being particularly gentlemanly in this respect. He soon 
allowed himself to be stroked and patted by us, although as I have said, absolutely refused to set 
paw inside the house. 

Mummy was visibly more traumatised – she wouldn’t permit any touching at all, indeed, we couldn’t 
get nearer than a couple of feet without her heading for the bushes. Pity, she was quite the most 
magnificent cat I have ever seen – a real beauty. 

 

Possibly because we were so gobsmacked by her looks we never managed to invent a name for her – 
just called her Blobby’s mummy. And she really lived up to that, looking after her little boy with 
loving care and attention from dawn to dusk. 

When she died from cat ‘flu at the end of the first winter (quite a common thing down here, despite 
the mild climate) Blobby drew closer to us, eventually setting foot in the house through the open 
kitchen door while Susie was cooking dinner one evening. He plonked himself on the floor, offering 
the odd helpful comment as supper was prepared. This soon became a bit of a habit, but if you ever 
tried to close the door behind him he’d go berserk, running screaming around the place until you let 
him out. As a result most of our dinners in the winter were cooked in temperatures of below five 
degrees C, with a wide-open kitchen door – poor Susie! 

Blobby literally lived his life in our little garden, catching the rays of morning sun from a carefully 
worked out position on the terrace, moving into the shade offered by the jasmine hedge when 
things became too warm, and then basking in the evening rays as they  fell on the tiled roof of the 
neighbour’s lean-to : all within a convenient surveillance angle of our kitchen door. He slept at night 
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on a blanket over the windowsill, or during the winter on the front doorstep. Knowing that we left 
the heating on at night, he enjoyed the comfort of warm air wafting from the crack under the door. 

As I said, Blobby&Mummy arrived fifteen years ago, during which time our three cats Sophie, Lola, 
and Bébé, having lived out their rather less-than-one-score years, passed on at various stages to 
hunting grounds celestial.  

So three years ago we adopted the stray black-and-white kitten, Gerry (or at least Susie did while I 
was away in Wexford - instant forgiveness of course), who struck up a friendship with Blobby. Here 
they are together in the garden, Blobby sitting behind Gerry : 

The big treat of the day for the pair of them was having their fur brushed by Susie with a special 
brush on the table in the middle of our terrace. Much stretching, purring, and butting with heads. 

As I said, we never persuaded Blobby to come and live with us in the house, much as we tried over 
the fifteen years that he spent with us. It could be quite distressing during the winter months to see 
him soaked to the skin, or watch him shivering, his fur bristling with the cold during the early hours 
of the morning before the first sun’s rays hit our terrace. 

This morning all that changed…….  

He walked into the kitchen and lay on the floor, eyes closed, breathing laboriously through bloody nostrils. Susie 
called me downstairs, clearly very distressed, and I told her to try closing the door to keep him in. 

For the first time Blobby was utterly unperturbed. Indeed, he climbed into the wickerwork basket where we 
usually keep vegetables, and curled up. All three of us knew the time had come. 

During the hour we had to wait for the vet’s to open we sat with him and stroked his fur. As Susie caressed him, 
Blobby managed to flex his little paws with pleasure at the comforting touch.  

He died at the vet’s a short while later, following the final merciful injection. 

As I write it is evening. The rain is still falling gently……… 
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My initial intention in this blog was to suggest 
that in musical terms 2020 shouldn’t be seen 
simply as the 250th anniversary of Beethoven’s 
birth in Bonn, important though that may be.  

It oughtn’t be allowed to detract from another 
very notable musical event marking its 100th : 
the creation in 1920 of the French Les Six. 

 In this painting by Jacques-Émile Blanche only 
five of Les Six are represented; Louis Durey was 
not present. In the center: pianist Marcelle 
Meyer. On the left, from bottom to top: 
Germaine Tailleferre, Darius Milhaud, Arthur 
Honegger, Jean Wiener. On the right, standing 
Francis Poulenc, Jean Cocteau; and seated 
Georges Auric. 

Various stories circulate as to exactly how the 
group came to be assembled, but the most 
likely catalyst seems to have been Jean Cocteau. 

What an extraordinary array of talent! 

What we generically regard as the effects of 
impressionism were an extraordinarily fertile 
influence on all the arts in France and indeed 
elsewhere, involving the likes of Picasso, 
Diaghilev, Modigliani, Matisse, and spreading 
like a virus (oops!) into all artistic   domains. 

     Doubtless considerable bitchiness reigned within 
this community - an example being the dogma which fuelled the desire to keep Debussy and Ravel at 
arm’s length - yet their collective ethos had a profound effect on composers worldwide, including 
Stravinsky himself, surely the greatest composer of the 20th century. 

This became so far-reaching that the harmonic languages of Gershwin - and even great jazz pianists 
like Bill Evans - remain clearly indebted to their movement. In fact there’s a story that Gershwin at 
the height of his success asked Ravel for composition lessons, to which the latter replied “Why be a 
second-rate Ravel when you can be a first-rate Gershwin?” Gershwin, undeterred, then wrote to 
Stravinsky, who instead of replying directly, asked Gershwin how much he earned. On receiving the 
requested information Stravinsky replied “Then it is I who should be taking lessons from you.” 

A sense of humour was integral to most of these composers – something which supposedly 
distinguished them from the “heavy duty” Germanic school epitomised by Wagner. Ostensibly, at 
any rate - if you look deeper you’ll find humour aplenty in the pages of Die Meistersinger. Still more 
ironically, the harmonic vocabulary set up by Wagner established the musical linguistic elements 
upon which Les Six based their compositions – just that their syntax was radically different. 
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A composer associated from time to time with Les Six was Jean Françaix, several of whose works I 
got to conduct, thanks largely to the wind players of the Philharmonique de Nice, who introduced 

me to him. Part of my conducting job at the Nice Opera was 
working with them on delightful pieces like Gounod’s Petite 
Symphonie, and compositions by Françaix were suggested as 
a staple of the 20th century French wind repertoire. I’d never 
heard of Françaix, but from there on in it was more or less 
love at first sight – or hearing, possibly – and I happily 
conducted several of his works with the musicians. 

I said they introduced me to him advisedly, which thing 
actually happened at the Villa Beau Site in Nice, where he 
attended one of our concerts involving some of his 
compositions. He gave invaluable advice at the final 
rehearsal, together with interesting insights into his 
compositional intentions and techniques. 

To cap it all we actually performed together in Montpellier, 
at the Festival Georges Auric (Auric is pictured with Les Six, 

seated next to Poulenc) where we performed a marvellously funny mini piano concerto of Françaix, 
entitled Hommage à l’ami Papageno. 
The joy of it all was the soloist – Françaix 
himself! No mean pianist either, he’d 
based his concertino on themes from 
Mozart’s Magic Flute (how did you 
guess?), dolled up in various guises, 
including a hilarious take on Pamina’s 
suicide aria : Ach, ich fühl’s. 

Instead of the death-ridden G minor (we 
all know what that key meant to 
Mozart) Françaix sets it as a jaunty G 
major bouncy Gigue.  

Hilarious! A two-fingered, yet somehow 
deeply respectful salute to Mozart. 

 

We had dinner together post-concert, where we were joined by Mme. Milhaud (widow of the late 
Darius, seated opposite Auric in the picture of Les Six). I was caught unawares, not knowing she had 
been in the audience, but it was rather a unique pleasure to dine in such company – rather a 
memorable evening all round! 

Françaix was also able to produce the most effective arrangements of other composers’ music too. A 
version of Chabrier’s Huit pièces pittoresques arranged for wind dextet (10 players) was quite 
exquisitely put together, as I recall from having conducted it with the lads at several concerts. 

Chopin’s piano music is so characteristic of the instrument that orchestrations are extremely tricky 
things to bring off (witness Les Sylphides, Chopiniana etc), yet the Chopin 24 Preludes orchestrated 
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by Françaix are perfectly realised, though all too rarely heard. There’s a fine recording with the Radio 
Symphonie Orchester Berlin which bears eloquent witness. 

(His daughter Claude was a notable pianist too – indeed I did the Hommage à l’ami Papageno  once 
with her after his death in 1997.  Her brother was also in attendance at the concert.) 

 

 

 

Just to finish, a photo 
with me and the lads, 
taken in a concert.  

A lovely, friendly group 
of superb wind 
players. A field of 
music-making in which 
the French really excel. 

 

 

 

 

OK OK – I really mustn’t hold back any longer : 
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Nice picture postcard of himself - no selfie-type gurning, mind. Glowering away in typical manner 
before the Beethovenhalle in Bonn.  

(Well, you really wouldn’t want it any other way now, would you?)  

Like Shakespeare, whose 456th birthday we celebrate today (yeeeeay!) Beethoven above all 
composers merits the soubriquet “Giant”. It’s the word that leaps to mind, typically in the context of 
his symphonic compositions. OK, we’ve had our polemic in these pages about the greatest 
composers of all time - in fact it’s beyond impossible to postulate the greatest - but giant sure fits 
the bill with Beethoven. 

For that reason therefore I somehow feel it less of a tragedy that Beethoven’s 250th anniversary has 
been besmirched by current concert cancellations (CCC’s) - thanks to the plague - than the more far-
reaching consequences foisted on Le centenaire des Six. Beethoven’s works feature in every single 
symphony season of every decent orchestra in the world – with Syrinx we played all of them; some 
more than once (to give an outstanding example ahemmm) – and he’s almost certainly the most 
frequently recorded composer in history. 

There exist recorded references galore : definitive, epoch-defining symphony cycles going back to 
Furtwängler, Klemperer, Toscanini, later Szell, then Abbado, Haitink, and more recently 
Harnoncourt, Norrington, Bruggen, Gardiner, Mackerras…..all of them strikingly individual, yet 
equally persuasive, each in its own way. (Sadly, Carlos Kleiber never recorded a complete cycle.) 

Have you ever known such a resilient composer as Beethoven? And have you sampled the latest 
offerings by Teodor Currentzis with Musica Aeterna? They are dynamic, chiselled, if excessively 
mannered interpretations, which nevertheless keep you pinned to your seat.  

All this stuff is easily accessible on the market via streaming, hard copies, whatever – so I can’t really 
imagine anyone coming up with another fresh take in a hurry. Oh no – not another bloody Konzept 
production of Fidelio, or an all-nighter with the entire symphonies played in reverse order; those 
bearing nicknames like Eroica with scores upside-down, bums in the air, as in canon cancrizans.  

Gimme a break! 

Beethoven’s profile isn’t sorely in need of TLC (Tender Loving Care), but Les Six, although far from 
being a tightly-knit collective, is. I wonder if anyone’s doing something about it….? 

 

And while we’re at it, two notable 
100th anniversaries of births : 

George London - a truly great Canadian 
bass-baritone of audibly Russian 
origins, and 

Arturo Bendetti Michelangeli – Italian 
pianist, composer, and racing driver, 
having completed the Mille Miglia race 
three times. Loved driving Ferraris…… 

 George London 1920-1985 

 

Arturo Michelangeli 1920-1995 
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And – just before lockdown hit us – Clint van der Linde and his lovely wife, 
Vinciane, came to stay for a few days. On a break from family 
duties at their home near Antwerp, they flew down to join us 
for a long weekend while the kids stayed with a relative. 

Here we are at a local restaurant in Villeneuve Loubet, 
where they took us out to dinner. 

I’ve referred several times to Clint in these pages, 
especially in connection with our annual Ristretto 
Messiah, which he has sung a few times with us. 

At the time this photo was taken the new recording of 
Bach’s St. Matthew Passion with Masaaki Suzuki 
and Bach Collegium Japan was about to come out.  

It has since appeared, and Clint gets some very nice notices! 

Since lockdown musical life has been a bit of a disaster, and I’ve 
personally lost a fair bit of work as a result. As I guess has Clint, 
along with thousands of freelance musicians the world over. 

A very sad thing for Ristretto, even if not perhaps involving any great financial loss to its amateur 
members, has been the cancelling of two important concerts here on the Côte d’Azur, followed by a 
scheduled trip to Exeter, where the choir was due to sing two concerts, plus Evensong at the 
Cathedral. The work that has gone into putting all this together – notably by Karen Davie, our vice-
president – has been quite prodigious. 

Same goes for the 2020 Ristretto Summer Academy in August, which we today decided would have 
to be cancelled. Much demanding preparation had been put in place by Kate Cobb, our ex-president. 
I feel genuinely sore for both ladies, given their wonderful commitment and dedication.  

Don’t really wish to dwell too much on the currently demoralising situation. At least we know we are 
in good hands, as illustrated by this in the Times .…. 

A considerable plus, as we all know, has 
been the drop in noise and air pollution, 
with the resultingly joyful, indeed heart-
warming, resurgence of Mother Nature.  

Their columnist Matthew Parris describes 
how his garden is being visited by deer – 
something his partner is not too keen on. 
Apparently they have newly planted 
saplings, and the deer are happily gorging 
away on the young foliage.  

Consulting a specialist, Parris was 
informed that the only really effective deterrent would be to hang little bags of lion’s poo on the 
branches of the young trees. The deer would immediately smell a predator and keep well away. 

Trouble is, with the panic-buying, supermarket shelves are completely devoid of such essentials….. 


