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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
 
 
 
 
 
We are delighted to present the second issue of our “online” Harmony magazine and I would like 
to extend a very big thank you to Roger Lee who has produced it, as well as to Ann Archbold who 
will be editing our Newsletter which is more specifically aimed at members who do not have a 
computer. The Newsletter package will include the booking forms for the concerts and visits 
whose details appear on pages 9 to 17. 
 
 
 
 
 
Overseas Tours 
 
These have provided a major benefit to many of our members for as long as any us can recall – 
and it was a source of great disappointment when we had to suspend these. Your committee have 
been exploring every possible option to offer an alternative and our Club Secretary, Ian Slater, has 
done a great deal of work in this regard. His preliminary report will follow in the Newsletter which 
will be mailed out to all members in early March. Further information will be available as soon as 
we can offer something specific. 
 
 
 
 
 
Annual General Meeting 
 
This will take place at 7 pm on Wednesday 8th May at the Lancaster Hall Hotel, 35 Craven 
Terrace, W2 3EL. (See: following page.) 
 
We are delighted to have Robert Mansell as our speaker. Robert is a distinguished musician and 
composer and he has already arranged a number of significant events for the Music Club. His talk 
on Franz Liszt promises to be very interesting and we look forward to welcoming you to this event. 
 
Wine and soft drinks will be provided after the business of the meeting is concluded and before 
Robert’s talk. 
 
 
 
 
 

Michael Bousfield 
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MUSIC CLUB OF LONDON ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING 
7 for 7.30pm on Wednesday 8th May,  Lancaster Hall Hotel,  35 Craven Terrace,  W2 3EL 

10 minutes walk from Paddington Station or 5 minutes from Lancaster Gate on the Central Line 

FOLLOWED BY 
 

NO WEDDING FOR FRANZ LISZT 
AND HIS COUNTESS OR HIS PRINCESS! 

 

A talk by Robert Mansell with musical examples 
 

At the age of 22 Franz Liszt was already a virtuoso piano superstar. He 
had settled in Paris France, which at that time was undoubtedly the head 
of sophisticated society in Europe. The young virtuoso was handsome and 
dashing and women fawned over him. At a performance in a salon in a 
grande ‘maison’ the high society audience included the young Countess 
Marie d’Agoult. She was already married with two daughters but she was 
nevertheless bowled over by the dazzling young Hungarian and she 
immediately sought an amorous friendship with him. After she became 
pregnant by him the Countess was successful in persuading young Franz 
to elope with her. On the journey she bore him first a daughter in 
Switzerland, later another daughter in Italy on Lake Como, and then a son 
in Rome. The extensive travelling and concertising eventually became 
rather fatiguing for her, to the extent that they finally separated. Liszt then 
took his children away from her and placed them with his mother in Paris. 
 
A few years later he played a concert in Kiev at which the Princess 
Caroline Sayn-Wittgenstein was entranced by this beautiful young man. 
She invited him for the weekend to her great country house nearby and 
very shortly after that a long love affair with Franz began, this despite the 
fact that her Russian husband was not far away, by whom she already had 
one daughter. Eventually, to get away from the Prince, she eloped with 
Liszt and ultimately they took up residence in Weimar Germany where 
they lived for many years. 
 
The Princess was a devout Catholic and wrote huge volumes of religious 
texts. The Roman Catholic church was not particularly interested in her 
writings but she and Liszt went to live in Rome. Liszt took up theological 
studies there and eventually even entered the priesthood as a minor abeé. 

 
It was the Princess’ fervent desire that they should be married so she went to extensive lengths to 
try to obtain divorce from her husband, the Russian Prince. This legal separation was finally 
achieved, but her now ex-husband then took great pains to intervene in her affairs so that the 
Pope, on the very eve of the new wedding, refused to allow the nuptials with Liszt to take place. 
 
Throughout this entire period Liszt had been composing a vast amount of music of all kinds: piano, 
orchestral, vocal, choral and even operatic. In addition to this great life’s work he had become 
extremely famous as a conductor. He was largely responsible for Richard Wagner being able to 
survive by giving him extensive financial support - and particularly important to him by introducing 
several of this master’s works to the world. To Liszt’s profound disapproval Wagner eventually 
married Liszt’s second daughter, Cosima, after they had been living adulterously together for 
several years.  
 
All of these aspects of Liszt’s complex life will be touched upon in this talk. Musical examples will 
be played to illustrate the extent of his position at the head of cultural and musical life of Europe.  



 5 

PROJECT SALOME 
 

Rachel Nicholls 

 

Photography by David Shoukry 

 

 
 

It's now nearly two years since I began my journey from sickbed to Strauss, or more specifically 

Salome (with a couple of detours via Elektra). For anyone who doesn't know, Salome is the sort of 

role where there are certain "expectations". I'm singing it for the first time this year and I am very, 

very excited about it for all sorts of reasons. The story is incredible, the music is divine, the 

challenge is enormous. It's really hard to sing, there is a lot of lively discussion about which fach it 

falls into - is it for a lighter voice singing up? A heavier voice singing down? A low voice singing 

high? And looming over the whole (mainly joyous) preparation process, is a quote from Strauss 

himself, namely that he wanted his Salome to have the voice of Isolde, but in the body of a 16 year 

old girl. The opera opens with the line "Wie schön ist die Prinzessin Salome heute nacht!" and the 

norm is that Salome gets her kit off in return for a snog with the severed head of John the Baptist. 

No pressure then! 
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I've got my kit off on stage before. I've been a topless Tatyana at Scottish Opera, as well as doing 

the traditional breasts-out bit in The Knot Garden. I've got down to my underwear doing a sex 

scene with Alan Opie in For You (he managed to get away with only removing his shoes). Most 

outrageously, on arriving to do a late jump-in in Kurt Weill's Mahagonny Songspiel in 

Montepulciano, I was met by the director greeted me effusively with "Hello Rachel, now we will go 

to ze sex shop!", where he proceeded to watch me parade around in a variety of ever increasingly 

pervy outfits until he was satisfied that what he wanted for ze concept was me in a pair of white 

PVC hot pants, four inch perspex mules and nothing else. However all of this was an increasingly 

alarming number of years ago when I was jung und schön. I'm very much afraid that I'm now just 

und. I don't have a problem with nudity on stage at all... as long as it's justified by the piece and by 

the production, but I have to admit to being a bit apprehensive about the prospect of baring all in 

my mid-forties. 

 

It's not just women who feel the pressure - a baritone friend of mine who was double cast in a 

shirtless role with a notable barihunk tells me that he'd spent weeks psyching himself up to go on 

stage topless for the first time. The director took one look at him and said "We will find you a shirt". 

Ouch! 

 

Performers are all to some extent exhibitionists. Every time we go out onto the stage we are 

putting ourselves in front of a judgmental and critical public. In fact the whole process from our 

singing teacher's studio, through the coachings, the rehearsal room, and stage rehearsals until we 

finally get to the performances is an exercise in us singing our hearts out and acting our socks off, 

and getting feedback on our best efforts. It takes a huge amount of mental and emotional strength 

to withstand being criticised every day, and those of us who choose to do this for a living have to 

fundamentally get a bit of a kick out of showing off. Even so, you have to be very brave to stand up 

in front of an audience. The higher profile the gig, and the more of a reputation you have, the 

greater the pressure. And we aren't just judged on the quality of our voices, our ability to 

communicate and our musicianship. Clothed or unclothed, we are judged on how we look too. 

 

Between my skinny late twenties and my recent illness and subsequent weight loss, owing to a 

busy lifestyle, my love of all things food and drink related, and a genuine belief that I sang better at 

about two stone heavier than I "should be", I was a British size 14-16 who worked out. While my 

GP used to tut gently about my BMI, at 5'5", I didn't (quite) qualify as obese. Nevertheless, I stood 

in costume fittings being humiliated by various designers and wardrobe staff, listening to them 

discussing my bingo wings and spare tyre and how they needed to be disguised. Every time I 

revived an existing production and the (more famous) person who'd done it before was thinner 

than me, there were mutterings about re-making costumes and expense. It felt horrible. Worse 

still, my optimistic belief that it was only the costume fascists who cared was shattered when I 

overheard some audience members at Leicester Square tube complaining about how big my hips 

looked in my Die Meistersinger and saying that they felt my appearance undermined the 

plausibility of the story. I mean let's just consider the story of Die Meistersinger for a moment- dad 

offers his daughter as a prize in a singing competition, and the man who's been in love with her for 

years loses on purpose for the good of Holy German Art. Obviously how big my bum looked was 

crucial to the suspension or not of disbelief. 

 

I felt militant about this. It made me very angry. I gave the people on the tube platform a piece of 

my mind and told them only to make personal remarks when they were further away from the 

performance venue. I fought my battles for flattering costumes where possible and tried not to 

obsess about how I looked. After all, it was my voice that mattered, right? 
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Melanie Lodge of the wonderful Audition Oracle has recently masterminded a new singing 

competition where it really will be people's voices that matter. Her By Voice Alone initiative is 

designed to remove unconscious bias from a panel of judges. In the first round, contestants (for 

whom there is no age limit) will sing to a panel made up of representatives from the Royal Opera 

House, English National Opera, Welsh National Opera, Scottish Opera and The Grange Festival in 

a blind audition, with no names, CVs or headshots. Her hope is to encourage more diversity within 

the industry, and I wish her every success with it. 

 

Personally, when I'm watching an opera, I don't need the characters on stage to conform to 

supermodel proportions. I'm captivated by the story, the music, the concept and the characters. 

How those characters are packaged up is the least interesting bit. I certainly hope that as an 

industry we can move on from the infamous Little Black Dress scandal at Covent Garden in the 

early naughties, and #Dumpygate at Glyndebourne. I would absolutely love more diversity in the 

opera industry. Opera is about life, (and often death). Its themes are moving and relevant to 

everyone and it would be great if everyone could be represented..with the proviso that everyone 

involved needs to be able to do the music justice - I draw the line at casting non-singers in the 

interests of equal opportunities. 

Something that often gets left out of the diversity debate is age. The age at which singers' voices 

are in their prime doesn't necessarily coincide with when the singers are at their peak-castability. A 

combination of "aesthetic considerations" and economics (young, less-experienced singers are 

cheaper) means a lot of singers, particularly women, in their 40s struggle to find work, even 

though they're singing better than ever. This is sad, and I hope that it will change. 

 

So why then, am I getting my own knickers in such a twist and subjecting myself to a rigorous 5-

days-a-week regime of running, personal training and dance lessons in the lead up to Salome 

rehearsals? Well, half of the answer is pragmatism. I know how I would like the industry to look, 

but I also know it would like me to look. I know just how hard it is to sustain a performing career, 

particularly as a woman over 40. I may have to some extent dodged the ageing ingenue bullet by 

singing repertoire you can't really touch until middle-age, but I still feel the pressure. Although I feel 

that we should be accepted in all our wonderful diverse shapes and sizes, I know it will hurt if there 

are sniggers from the auditorium (or in the press) after the opening line of the opera. Although it 

seems on that score, I can't win. I don't read reviews (you can read about why in Harmony 261: 

June 2018), but I'm reliably informed that many of the crits of my first Elektra commented on my 

size - this time that it's surprising that I'm thin. Sigh. 

 

In a highly competitive environment, it helps to have a “Unique Selling Point”. I can't control how 

the industry perceives middle-aged women, but I can make choices which make me more 

employable. And the other element to my fitness crusade is that it's going to give me more choices 

about what I do on the stage. I will be in a position to have a go at whatever the choreographer 

wants to challenge me with. Knowing I've worked hard to achieve the strongest, most flexible body 

I can have is empowering, and gives me confidence at a time when I think I'll definitely need it. If I 

feel confident and I am not using mental space and emotional energy feeling insecure, it is going 

to make my characterisation of a 16 year old girl who's only ever been told she's beautiful more 

convincing. 

 

So, am I betraying my diversity principles by doing sit-ups and yoga in my hotel room and going 

running in the snow? I think I would have to say yes, if body-image was my primary reason for 

doing it. But I'm also prepared to admit that in order to do this job, lots of us need things to help 

prop us up. I used to find huge release from the pressure of my performing life from a few glasses 

of wine and comfort food. Following doctor's orders, those things are no longer a good idea, so 

now, I find headspace, solace and feel-good endorphins from my runner's high instead. 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fauditionoracle.com&data=02%7C01%7C%7C27e63c24a2564321c7bb08d682be3ff7%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C636840150958470963&sdata=r59srm7FrIXRMwkB1aMuncMCF25BnnMBiY62YRmBWLs%3D&reserved=0
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My drama teacher at college told me that the first step to taking on a character starts with self-

awareness. I know that if I had the most beautiful voice in the world, the rest of the package would 

matter less - the audience would be transported and it wouldn't matter what I looked like. Similarly, 

if I looked like a supermodel, there would be more of a chance for the eye to deceive the ear, and 

my singing ability would matter less. If I were the truly uninhibited, brave performer I wish I was, I'd 

be able to convince an audience that I'm a 16 year old princess at the age of 60, stark naked, and 

weighing 30 stone. 

 

But I'm not Pavarotti, I'm not a supermodel, I'm not Judi Dench, and fundamentally, I'm not brave 

enough to strip without my emotional support system of toning my arms and glutes. So, in the 

same way that I work on my voice to make the most of what nature's given me, and continually 

work on my process and stage skills to improve my characterisation and acting, I'll carry on with 

my mission to keep strong, fit and healthy, and in a position to do the dance of the seven veils 

without getting out of breath, and hopefully without eliciting guffaws from the dress circle. By the 

time I'm 60, let's hope for more enlightened times... or maybe by then Herodias will be a better 

option! 
 

 
 
 
 

Rachel Nicholls is preparing to sing the role of Salome in Hanover in November 
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Music Club of London Programme: Spring - Summer 2019 
 

7.30pm Thursday 25th April 
Barbican Hall, Silk Street 

 

LONDON SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA 
Conducted by François-Xavier Roth 

Ravel 

 
 
Three luxurious works: a ballet, an opera and a symphonic rhapsody show the many sides of 
Ravel, each inspired by his love of Spanish culture. 
 

An authority on Ravel, François-Xavier Roth transports us to the Basque country of the 

composer’s childhood with music that fuses luscious French orchestration with lilting 

Spanish rhythms. 

 

Mysterious melodies weave delicately throughout Ravel’s early work and Rhapsodie 

espagnole is punctuated by bursts of Spanish-inspired fanfares and Habanera dance 

rhythms. 

The fascination with his Spanish heritage is a recurring theme in many of Ravel’s 

creations, from the one-act opera L’heure espagnole, a romantic intrigue set in 18th 

Century Spain, to his most popular work, Boléro which was originally a ballet. The 

simplicity of the delicate opening flute and insistent marching drums make it one of 

classical music’s most familiar masterpieces. 

The singers are: Isabelle Druet   Conception 
Jean-Paul Fouchecourt  Torquemade 
Thomas Dolie   Ramiro 
Stanislaus de Barbeyrac  Gonzalves 
Nicolas Courjal   Gomez 

 
 

Tickets: £28.70 
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Music Club of London Programme: Spring - Summer 2019 
 

5pm Sunday 28th April 
St Stephen Walbrook, EC4N 

Bank station: 2mins 
 

THREE CONTINENTS 
 

 
 
Featuring sparkling music from America, Africa and Europe, and also including Con Conrad’s 
timeless classic The Continental, the Cecilian singers will be conducted by Jeremy Jackson. 
 
The church of St Stephen Walbrook is immediately behind the Mansion House and has an interior 
that is one of the masterpieces of Sir Christopher Wren. 
 

Tickets: £18 

 
 

1pm Friday10th May 
LSO St Luke’s, Old Street 

 

CZECH ROOTS 
Christian Ihle Hadland: piano 

 
Martinu  Etude in A minor 
Martinu  Polka in A minor 
Vorisek  Sonata in B-flat minor 
Janacek  Selection from ‘On an Overgrown Path Book 11’ 

 
Lunch is available in the Hall café from 12pm. 

 
Tickets: £12.00 
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Music Club of London Programme: Spring - Summer 2019 
 

1pm Monday 27th May 
Wigmore Hall 

 

KUSS QUARTET 
 

 
 

Beethoven   String Quartet in A minor Op.132 
Enno Poppe   Freizeit (U.K. premiere) 

 
The Kuss Quartet has established a strong reputation for combining music with literature and 
drama. This year will mark the distinctive ensemble’s first complete Beethoven cycle. 
 
Born in 1969, Enno Poppe is one of Germany’s leading contemporary composers: the Kuss 
premiered his miniature Freizeit (Free time) in Hanover in 2016. 
 

Tickets: £14 

 
 

11.30am Sunday 2nd June 
Wigmore Hall Wigmore Street 

 

DANIEL PIORO: VIOLIN AND RODERICK CHADWICK: PIANO 
 

with special guests 
Charlotte Bonneeton: viola 

Clare O’ Connell: cello 
 

Biber   Passacaglia in G minor from The Mystery Sonatas 
Beethoven  Violin Sonata No.10 in G Op.96 
Vaughan Williams The Lark Ascending 

 
A performer of many talents, violinist Daniel Pioro takes on a varied programme comprising what 
is perhaps the most searching of Beethoven’s violin sonatas and the challenging concluding 
passagaglia from Biber’s ‘Rosary’ sonatas, alongside an unusual arrangement of Vaughan 
Williams’ famous piece. 
 

Tickets: £14 
Please indicate on the application form if you would like lunch after the concert. 



 12 

Music Club of London Programme: Spring - Summer 2019 
 

12pm Friday, 7th June 
Royal Opera House, Covent Garden 

 

STRAVINSKY, CHOPIN AND BIZET BALLETS 
The Firebird     A Month in the Country     Symphony in C 

 
The flash of a firebird, a family sent into a spin and a classical ballet explosion. Michel Fokine's 
The Firebird with Igor Stravinsky's music is a ground-breaking classic of the early 20th-century that 
draws on the story, sound and look of Russian folk art. Ivan Turgenev's play A Month in the 
Country inspired Frederick Ashton's study of the emotional chaos a young tutor brings to 
household routine. Ashton created dazzling and fast footwork alongside expressive character 
portraits to music by Fryderyk Chopin. Symphony in C is pure dance with Russian-born George 
Balanchine's brilliant edge. His choreography draws from the classical Imperial ballet of his youth 
and matches it to the music of Georges Bizet's exuberant and inventive symphony. 
 

 
 
 
Turgenev’s play A Month in the Country inspired 
Ashton’s study of the emotional chaos a young tutor 
brings to a household routine, dazzling in its fast 
footwork and expressive in its character portraits. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Fokine’s The Firebird is a ground-breaking classic of the 
early 20th Century that draws on the story, sound and 
look of Russian folk art. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Symphony in C is pure dance with Russian-born 
Balanchine’s brilliant edge. His choreography draws 
from the classical Imperial ballet of his youth and 
matches it to the music of Georges Bizet's exuberant 
and inventive symphony. 
 
 

 
 

Tickets: £29 
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Music Club of London Programme: Spring / Summer 2019 
 
 

Saturday, 29th June at 7.30pm 

THE CUNNING LITTLE VIXEN 
 

Barbican Hall, Silk Street 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Janacek’s opera will be semi-staged and sung in Czech. 
There will be no interval and the performance will end at approximately 9.25pm 

 
Sir Simon Rattle  Conductor 
Peter Sellers  Director 
Lucy Crowe   Vixen 
Gerald Finley  Forester 
Sophia Burgos  Fox, Chocholka 
Peter Hoare   Schoolmaster, Cock, Mosquito, Badger, Parson 

 
     The London Symphony Chorus 

 
       Tickets: £25.00 
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Music Club of London Programme: Spring - Summer 2019 
 

12pm Saturday 20th July 
Royal Opera House, Covent Garden 

 

LA FILLE DU REGIMENT 
 

 
 

Expect nothing less than riotous fun when Donizetti’s melodious comic opera returns to the Royal 
Opera House stage. This favourite production is as inventive and witty as the comedy and music 
are exuberant. Star singing is essential in the showpieces for which this opera is famous, with its 
tenor high Cs and the brilliant flashes of coloratura soprano. With a comic duchess on hand and 
an entire regiment ready to sing a rousing chorus at the drop of a hat, this is a proven laugh-out-
loud hit every time. 
 

  
 

Sung in French with English surtitles. 
 

Tickets: £52 (subject to availability) 
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Music Club of London Programme: Spring - Summer 2019 
 

Tuesday 7th May at 10.50 for 11am 

 
6 Carlton House Terrace SW1  

 Piccadilly Circus 
 
On 28th November 1660 a group of “natural philosophers” and physicians came together after a 
lecture by Sir Christopher Wren to discuss the natural sciences and they met regularly at Gresham 
College. In 1663 they were granted a Royal Charter by King Charles II and became known as the 
Royal Society. Fellows of the Royal Society have included many well-known names in the field of 
science – from Isaac Newton, Robert Boyle, Joseph Banks, Joseph Hooker in the 18th and 19th 
centuries to Ernest Rutherford, Stephen Hawking and Tim Berners-Lee in the 20th and 21st. 1665 
saw the first publication of Philosophical Transactions, which is still published, making it the oldest 
continuously published science journal in the world. 

 
The Society’s motto is Nullius in verba, which is taken to mean “take nobody’s word for it” and is 
an expression of the Society’s determination to withstand the domination of authority and to verify 
all statements by an appeal to facts determined by experiment. The Society also published 
Newton’s Principia Mathematica and Benjamin Franklin’s kite experim8ent demonstrating the 
electrical nature of lightning. They supported James Cook’s voyage to Tahiti to observe the transit 
of Venus, published the first report in English of inoculation against disease, approved Charles 
Babbage’s Difference Engine, regarded as the world’s first computer, and documented the 
eruption of Krakatoa in 1883. 
 
Their proudest possession is the manuscript copy of Newton’s Principia Mathematica but their 
collections include many other interesting documents and artefacts. 
 

Please note that they do not offer refreshments before the tour, which lasts about an hour. 
 

Please indicate if you would like to have lunch in the area after the visit. 
 

Tickets: £15 Members, £18 Guests. 
 

Please include an SAE with your cheque, 
leaving the amount blank and indicate an upper limit. 
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Music Club of London Programme: Spring - Summer 2019 
 

Monday 20th May, leaving from Marylebone Station at 9.30am prompt 

VISIT TO THE VYNE COUNTRY HOUSE AND ESTATE 
 

 
 
Situated near Sherborne St John, Basingstoke, The Vyne is a grand Tudor mansion set in acres of 
wildlife-rich gardens. It was home to members of the aristocracy for five centuries and was visited 
many times by monarchs, including King Henry VIII and Queen Anne Boleyn. The house has 
recently undergone major roof restoration, and the tour now includes rooms not previously open to 
the public.  
 
Come and discover the story of a Victorian brother and sister named Chute, one the unexpected 
heir to the house, the other an adopted companion, and learn of their involvement with the 
restoration of the house. Sir Charles Chute bequeathed the house to the National Trust in 1956. 
 

 
 

One of the treasured possessions of The Vyne is a Roman ring inscribed with the name Silvianus, 
and a lead tablet that speaks of a curse on the one who stole it. J R R Tolkien was asked to 
comment upon it as an expert in Anglo-Saxon history, including its connection to a mine said to 
have been dug by dwarves. A few days later he began writing The Lord of the Rings! 
Light lunches are available in the tea room before visiting the house. 
 

There will not be a guided tour but we will have a timed entry slot. 
Ann Archbold will accompany the group. 

 
Cost, to include coach fare, driver’s gratuities and entrance to the house: 

£26 National Trust members, £37 non-members. 
 

Please remember to bring your National Trust Card with you. 
 

Please include an SAE with your cheque, 
leaving the amount blank and indicate an upper limit 
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Music Club of London Programme: Spring - Summer 2019 
 

Thursday 13th June at 10.50 for 11am 

A POTTER ROUND 

 
 

Meet at Putney Bridge Station 
 
Join Ann Archbold, a qualified London City guide, for a two-hour walk around the “village” of 
Putney and learn about its fascinating history and some of the famous or infamous figures 
associated with it, such as Thomas Cromwell, Chancellor to King Henry VIII, and John Reginald 
Christie. 
 

 
Mark Rylance as Thomas Cromwell in Wolf Hall (Picture: Company Productions Ltd/Giles Keyte) 

 
Please indicate if you would like to have lunch in the area afterwards. 

Tickets: £9 Members, £10 Guests. 
 

Please include an SAE with your cheque, 
leaving the amount blank and indicate an upper limit. 
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MCL 50TH ANNIVERSARY CHRISTMAS DINNER 
RAF Club, 7th December 2018 

 
Katie Barnes 

 
Photography: Michael Bousfield 

 
The Music Club of London did its members proud for our anniversary dinner, not only with the 
sumptuous food and wine, but also with its guests of honour. Where else could we mingle with 
such an array of luminaries as John Gilhooly, Humphrey Burton, Tony Palmer, Malcolm Rivers 
and Terry Barfoot, all of whom had had such a profound effect upon the musical life of this 
country? 
 

 
 
It was John Gilhooly who gave the after dinner speech, starting with a brief description of his 
career as a tenor and history teacher prior to his arrival at the Wigmore Hall, where he has worked 
for eighteen years and has been Artistic Director since 2005. He wants to make music available to 
people in all walks of life, and the week before the dinner he had announced a new collaboration 
with Classic FM to offer free seats at the Wigmore Hall to audience members under 35. Tickets, 
he reported happily, are being taken at great speed. 
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He described the Wigmore Hall as a place where the audience goes on a journey with the 
performers. It is a leading venue for international artists who earn their credentials there and keep 
on returning throughout their careers: he cited Dame Felicity Lott, who has been singing there for 
forty years and is now becoming a trustee. 
 
The Hall hosts 500 concerts and 600 learning events a year, with ticket sales bringing in £4 million 
and the Arts Council providing £300,000. Each seat is subsidised by around £20 per night. No 
other comparable venue has such a large annual roster of events. When it opened in 1901, the 
Hall co-funded 150 concerts: in 2018 the figure is 450, with only 60 external hires. Planning and 
programming are the greatest challenges of his job, with a balance between “being adventurous” 
and giving the public what they want. 
 
In the 2019/2020 season, the Hall will celebrate Beethoven’s 200th anniversary, for which he is 
working with the Beethoven House in Bonn, and will also major on Britten’s songs - twenty of his 
works were premiered here - and Brahms’ chamber music. The biggest challenge we face is “to 
make classical music relevant in the present day”. In a world where people under 25 have never 
paid for recorded music, he spends over £50,000 per year to make Wigmore Hall concerts 
available via live streaming. While he accepts that the commissioning of new works can pose a 
financial risk, he prefers to take the risk, raise the money, and let some concerts subsidise others. 
 
He described with feeling the challenges of adding air conditioning to the Edwardian building 
without affecting the acoustic. Intensive work was carried out on the roof, the new carpet was 
approved by acousticians and the acoustic from every single seat was tested in the course of the 
project. Since then the auditorium has been repainted twice, and he has found that voices and 
strings sound brighter for several months after the application of each new coat. For the future, he 
is looking to expand the site when an adjacent property becomes available and is networking with 
other concert venues around the world. 
 
John Gilhooly is also President of the Royal Philharmonic Society, which was founded in 1813 at a 
time when there was no consistent musical presence in London and a number of music lovers 
decided to take action. Decades later, when other orchestras had found a footing in London, the 
Society gave up performing and turned its energies to the championing of music. Its annual 
musical awards set the benchmark for enterprise and innovation. Their Gold Medal has been 
awarded just over 100 times in 205 years, most recently to Jessye Norman. The Society assists 
young artists - he cited the assistance provided for Stephen Hough’s studies at the Julliard - and is 
renowned for the commissioning of new work, not least Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, which he 
regards as the best £50 ever spent on classical music! He is fascinated by the Society’s heritage, 
which includes a unique archive of letters from composers and scores by, among others, 
Mendelssohn, Berlioz and Wagner. He concluded that the Society’s founders “were nothing short 
of game changers…We need our musical voice to be heard more than ever in these uncertain 
times”. 
 
Humphrey Burton added a short afterword, recalling the MCL in its early days in Holland Park and 
as a "posh club in Mayfair" founded by John Amis. He regards the MCL as "one of the factors of 
being a Londoner... more than attending concerts, it is sharing a historic experience." He took the 
opportunity to "sell the idea" that Leonard Bernstein, whose centenary we had been celebrating all 
year, was one of the greatest musicians of the 20th Century. He recalled how, after Bernstein's 
death, he spent three years "living like a college student in London" writing the great man's 
biography, which he has now been invited to update. Many musicians fade away after they die, but 
Bernstein has gone from strength to strength all over the world. During 2018 over 3,000 concerts 
dedicated to his music took place all over the world, most prolifically in London. His music is 
unique, all his own, never derivative, and his symphonies have proved as important as his 
musicals. 
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Humphrey Burton with Torbay Musical Festival Administrator Gillian Babbs (left) 

and Christmas Dinner Administrator Rosemary Frischer (right) 
 
Burton closed by reverting to the importance of the MCL as "music in a club", stressing how 
important it is for us to pass this heritage on to our children. "How are we to get our young people 
to concentrate on classical music?" He has contributed by founding the BBC Young Musician of 
the Year Competition, and praised the initiatives for young people by the Proms and Radio 3. 
"Classical music is great. Long may it live in the hands of the Music Club!"  

 

   
Malcolm Rivers with Jackie Bousfield     Terry Barfoot and Margaret Hilton 

and John Gilhooly 
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Penny Berkut, Tony Palmer and Gillian Babbs 

 

Mary Blanchet, Robert Mansell, June Craig 
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Katie Barnes, Eric Adler, Wendy Adler 

 

 
Irmgard Smith, Catherine Dobson, Graziella Morris-Jones 
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VISIT TO THE MERCHANT TAYLORS’ HALL 
18th January 2019 

 
Sally Ramshaw 

 
On a cold January day, 21 of us enjoyed the warm, friendly atmosphere of the Merchant Taylors’ 
Hall in Threadneedle Street with a tour guided by the Beadle, Andy Fell, who gave us a most 
interesting talk on the history of the Livery Company. It is one of the oldest Companies and can be 
traced back to the pre-1300s with the site being occupied from at least 1347. 
 
It was originally known as The Company of Tailors and Linen-Armourers but was renamed in 1503 
by Henry VII as “The Guild of Merchant Taylors of the Fraternity of St John the Baptist of the City 
of London”. It is either number 6 or 7 in the hierarchy; this because there was great rivalry 
between the Taylors and the Skinners which often was so heated it led to bloodshed. In 1484 the 
then Mayor of London, Sir Robert Billesden intervened and ruled that the two companies should 
occupy places 6 and 7 in alternate years. The origin of the phrase “to be at sixes and sevens” 
dates from that time. 
 
Sadly, much of the site was destroyed in the Great Fire of London and the Hall was rebuilt in 1688, 
only to be hit by incendiary bombs in 1940. Restoration of the Great Hall was very slow and in 
1955 it was suggested that the Hall should be patched up and opened as a luncheon club, but it 
was said that a City Livery Company without a Hall was like a snail without a shell.  The Hall was 
restored to its present state and reopened in 1959. 
 

 
Photo: Jean Lines 
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Thus, what we saw was a modern restoration in keeping with the history of the Company, the 
exception being the remains of the medieval kitchen; the only one surviving in London, which is 
still used today. However, many of the artefacts on display dated from Tudor and Stuart times. In 
the main entrance were two tapestries mounted behind glass, one Italian and one English, which 
dated from the late 1400s and early 1500s. They were covers for coffins and believed to be two of 
only seven known to exist anywhere. (Another is in the Fishmongers’ Hall.) The English one 
beautifully incorporated the symbols connected to the Taylors; the scissors and the lamb being the 
symbol of St. John the Baptist, the Patron Saint of the Taylors. The Coat of Arms bears the lamb; 
the two supporters are camels to reflect trade with the East and the motto “Concordia Parvae Res 
Crescunt” means “In Harmony Small Things Grow”. 
 
We viewed the Parlour; the Staircase rebuilt for the third time in 1800 at a cost of £1607; the 
King’s Gallery where King James I dined in 1607; the Drawing Room, restored after the Second 
World War, noticeably devoid of any portraits to accentuate the main feature, being the Chinese 
hand-painted wallpaper mounted on wooden battens; the Court Room where all the business of 
the Company is conducted and which contained a magnificent collection of Tudor portraits of past 
Masters; the Library rebuilt in 1879 and which fortunately escaped damage from the Blitz. Here the 
carpet was a replica of the ceiling design, the original ceiling being hidden 5 feet above the plaster 
one on view. This is because the original ceiling could not have supported the new electric 
chandelier installed in 1879. There was also a secret door in the panelling to give access to 
Cornhill and to allow the Catholic members of the Merchant Taylors to escape from Cromwell’s 
troops. Finally, we entered the Great Hall with its beautiful stained glass windows incorporating the 
Coats of Arms of many past Masters, Honorary Freemen etc. It is supposedly where Haydn’s 
String Quartet Op 74 No. 1 in C Major was first performed when he visited England in 1790-
1791.The portraits included the (Grand Old) Duke of York of nursery rhyme fame. 
 
In keeping with other Livery Companies, educational charity work is important. The Company is 
involved with nine schools in England and Northern Ireland with around 9000 pupils. Although few 
members of the Company are Taylors, the connection is maintained when each March there is a 
competition for young people to submit a design of an outfit and the winner receives the Golden 
Shears. There is also an apprenticeship scheme for young people aged between 14 and 26. Each 
one has a Master to whom they are bound for seven years, after which time they are admitted as 
Freemen. This is open to males and females. Incidentally no female has so far been Master of the 
Company, but the first female is due to be Master in two years’ time. Our thanks go to Ann 
Archbold for organizing this visit. 
 

 
Photo of the English embroidered pall supplied by the Beadle, Merchant Taylors’ Hall 
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DAME GWYNETH JONES’ BAYREUTH MASTERCLASSES 
Villa Wahnfried, 7th August 2018 

 
Roger Lee 

 
Photos: Bayreuth Bursary Foundation 

 
There can be no more prestigious a setting in which to coach aspiring young singers than that of 
Richard Wagner’s house in Bayreuth. This is the venue that was chosen by Dame Gwyneth Jones 
to honour her part of the commitment to provide masterclasses for the winners of the President’s 
Award which was made at the most recent Wagner Society Singing Competition. 
 
With Adrian Müller accompanying on Wagner’s own piano the beautiful music room was filled to 
capacity, a large number of people having unfortunately to be turned away. Dame Gwyneth 
conducted the masterclasses adeptly in both German and English, translating every sentence as 
she went along. “I had been told by several Bayreuth Bursary students that often only German had 
been spoken in other events and they were not always fully able to understand. 
 
“I worked intensely on singing technique, diction and interpretation of the text, paying special 
attention to the producing and focusing of the voice, breathing and phrasing, and I hope that it was 
interesting to witness the improvement of the performances and to learn some of the things which 
help to make the tones more beautiful and round, including the way the singer should stand in 

order to obtain the correct support.” 

 
Visa problems had prevented soprano Michelle Alexander from travelling, so baritone Julien van 
Mellaerts took her place. Julian recently won First Prize at the Kathleen Ferrier Singing 
Competition and at The Wigmore Hall / Kohn Foundation International Song Competition as well 
as Second Prize at the Montreal International Singing Competition. 
Dame Gwyneth worked with Julien on “O, du mein holder Abendstern“ and “Wohl wußt` ich hier 
sie im Gebet zu finden” from Tannhäuser Act III. (He had learned the latter especially for this 
occasion in a couple of days as a last-moment replacement for Michelle Alexander.) 
 

Julien said: “My time at Bayreuth 
was incredible, and it was a dream 
come true to sing at Villa 
Wahnfried with Wagner's very own 
piano! It was a beautiful setting to 
perform and work on Wolfram's 
arias. Every time I work with Dame 
Gwyneth it is a huge pleasure and 
privilege. She is so determined to 
get the best sound out of me and 
encourages me to make the 
necessary changes to allow that to 
happen. It was a real luxury to 
have the time with her to work on 
this repertoire, and work on my 
technique in a safe and 
encouraging environment. Thank 
you, Dame Gwyneth, and the 
Bayreuth Scholarship Foundation 
for such a useful and wonderful 

experience.” 
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Adam Music sang “Ein Schwert verhieß mir der Vater” from Die Walküre Act I and “Nur eine Waffe 
taugt” from Act III of Parsifal. (Dame Gwyneth had persuaded Chorus Master of Welsh National 
Opera Stephen Harris to allow him to be absent from some rehearsals.) 

 

 
Afterwards Adam said: “I thoroughly enjoyed the masterclass and found it very helpful. It was 
fascinating to benefit from Dame Gwyneth’s encyclopaedic knowledge of Wagnerian music. The 
whole experience was made even more special for its location and the significance it holds. I 
would also like to thank her for the ticket which she provided for me to see Der fliegende Holländer 
and so gave me my first experience of a production at the Festspielhaus.” 
Due to the short notice available there had been very little advance publicity for these classes but 
word had clearly got around Bayreuth and I understand that the fact that so many people had to 
be turned away means that a larger venue will be found for this event in future. Among the 
Wagner Society members who were lucky enough to get tickets was a group I met who had come 
from Yorkshire. Nick Stringer told me that they had particularly enjoyed the warmth and 
enthusiasm of the occasion: “I thought that the first run-throughs of each piece were pretty good, 
but then Dame Gwyneth got to work. Her positive, encouraging methods worked a treat and by the 
end of the classes both singers were seriously impressive. We were especially glad to see her in 
such fine form.” 
 
Other Wagner Society members present included Peter and Ryma Howard. Ryma said “the 
students were attentive and deeply appreciative of taking a masterclass in Wahnfried with such a 
revered artist and Dame Gwyneth certainly got the best out of them!” 



 27 

 
The event took place as part of the Bayreuth Scholarship Foundation Programme and it was made 
possible thanks to the support of Dr Stefan Specht, Managing Director of the Bayreuth Scholarship 
Foundation and Dr Horst Eggers, President of the Richard Wagner Verband International, whom 
Dame Gwyneth thanked “for their tireless efforts to fulfil the wishes of Richard Wagner to nurture 
the next generation of Wagner Artists.” She also thanked the Lord Mayor of Bayreuth Brigitte Merk 
Erbe and the Director of the Richard Wagner Museum and Archive Dr Sven Friedrich who told the 
audience that his first Wagner experience was that of seeing the Chéreau Ring with Gwyneth 
Jones as Brünnhilde! 
 
Dr Stephan Specht wrote a few days later inviting Dame Gwyneth to return next year to give her 
masterclasses during the Festival as part of the Bayreuth Bursary Foundation. “It was such a 
pleasure to see how the young students were so enthusiastic and were hanging on to your every 
word. It is wonderful that you are able to pass on your knowledge and experience in this way and 
for this I would like to give to you an enormous thank you”. 
 

Dr Stefan Specht, Managing Director of the Bayreuth Scholarship Foundation (Left) 
and Dr Sven Friedrich, Director of the Richard Wagner Museum and Archive in Bayreuth 

 
 
 
 
 

(This item has also been submitted for publication in Wagner News) 
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SIR JOHN TOMLINSON'S OPERA PRELUDE 
MASTERCLASS 

Cadogan Hall, 23rd October 2018 
 

Katie Barnes 

 
Sir John coached three young singers of widely differing experience. Baritone 
Ed Ballard, the most polished of the three, opened with an elegant but 
superficial account of Wolfram's "Abendstern" aria from Tannhäuser. Sir John 
observed that it was "a beautiful song, beautifully sung" in good German by a 
skilled singer, but that the overall feeling was of a "sophisticated, intelligent 
performance" which had the same dynamic throughout. The way to improve it 
was to "be Wolfram and to be in it... it should be more from the heart." He 
placed the aria in its context: Elisabeth has just left Wolfram and he knows 
that she will die, and because she is a saintly person she will go straight to 
Heaven. "There's an incredible atmosphere of darkness and of souls on earth 

afraid of oppression." 
 
Sir John emphasised the importance of stillness - "you don't need a gesture" - and the need to 
attack the first note firmly. Ballard suggested that this needs "a bit of Sparafucile" in the voice, but 
Sir John insisted that "Wolfram is a good man, the best of men." He felt Ballard's abdominal 
muscles and commended him for giving the voice "lots of support" but still found Ballard's 
interpretation rather reserved, with "a bit of English song niceness" about it. "Do it as dark as 
possible... Sing every consonant." His brief sung demonstration was totally enthralling: "Every note 
should have a real core to it... piano, legato, with a dark, dark centre... you're always tending to 
bring a bit of Roger Quilter into it!" He commented that "und freundlich" is "a chain of pure vowels, 
a fascinating spectrum of the vowel sounds. This is profoundly sad, it must come from the heart, 
it's not a performance." Ballard's singing, he concluded, was "beautiful, sometimes too beautiful." 
 

Xavier Hetherington, who offered "Dalla sua pace", was more spontaneous 
but clearly less experienced, and Sir John responded by highlighting the 
basic strengths needed for singing. "You have a beautiful tenor voice... 
you're young, you need more time for certain muscles and strengths to 
develop. This aria is incredibly exposed, it's hard to sustain each phrase." 
He advised against unacceptable "crooning" when singing piano - "you must 
use proper voice at all times with proper support. Piano legato singing is the 
hardest work." He stressed the importance of proper support from the 
abdominal muscles and diaphragm, with the tip of the tongue touching the 
front teeth. "The tongue must be very strong on all vowels, not pressing on 

the teeth, just touching them so that you know where it is." Otakar Kraus told him that, and he has 
lived by it for forty years, but when he first did it he was obsessed by it for three weeks. He got the 
entire audience to breathe in and out to demonstrate the proper preparation for singing: "When 
you breathe in, your muscles relax." The back and abdominal muscles have to do the work while 
the head relaxes. He encouraged Hetherington to say the words “and then say them again with 
feeling" to remind himself what the aria is about. "It's almost as though you're singing to yourself. 
It's meditative, not a performance. Quiet singing needs more strength and it is easier to sing loud. 
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Singing is an athletic thing, so you have to sing beautifully every day. If you don't keep the 
muscles used, they degenerate." 
 

Amy Lyddon was definitely the "stage animal" of the three, with a beguiling 
rendition of Cherubino's "Non so più". Here, Sir John concentrated on the 
importance of the words, which "are a part of the music". He encouraged 
her to recite the text of the aria, spoke them himself, and, to our delight, 
sang them (is this the first ever bass Cherubino?). Noting a slightly veiled 
quality in her voice, he advised her to place the tip of her tongue against 
her teeth to make the voice "absolutely clear and speaking". He cautioned 
her against letting the end of a line fly away: "go through to the end of the 
phrase. "Donna" should be the strongest word in the phrase, "un desio" the 
same. Text, text, text, but legato... Bring the words to life. Cherubino is 
effervescently full of this text, the words are like pegs on a clothes line. It's 
full of life." 

 
All too soon, time was up. "You get good singers here, don't you?" he commented. They do, and 
they had a good teacher! 
 
 
 

         
      Ed Ballard         Xavier Hetherington     Amy Lyddon 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Editor’s note:  Opera Prelude is a charity dedicated to supporting the next generation 

of operatic talent with the all-round skills to succeed in a highly competitive 
industry. 

 
Since its launch in 2010 it has been bringing opera into the community, 
engaging, educating and involving audiences through its accessible, 
opera-related events which provide experience and fairly-paid performance 
opportunities for its young artists. 
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VERDI IN LONDON, NOVEMBER 2018 
 

Katie Barnes 
 
In the course of an astonishing week in London I caught three productions of Verdi operas of 
vastly different scale in three contrasting venues. At the Royal Opera House, Elijah Moshinsky's 
1991 production of Simon Boccanegra was revived for the sixth time. Meticulously revived by 
Moshinsky, it looks as handsome as ever, especially in its use of light and of the depth of the 
stage. Singing in warm, beautiful tones, Carlos Alvarez traced every step of Boccanegra’s long 
journey, and Ferruccio Furlanetto, now an unbelievable 69, demonstrated that he is still one of the 
world's leading Verdi basses. The voice has inevitably lost some plush from the tone, but his 
command of the music was absolute. His singing of Fiesco was a masterclass in Verdian style, but 
it was Francesco Meli's passionate, trumpeting Adorno, a barnstorming tenor performance in the 
Bonisolli tradition, who took the loudest applause from a somewhat sticky audience, I was less 
certain about Hrachuhi Bassenz, whom I have admired in other roles but whose sultry tones did 
not seem suited to Amelia, where a brighter tone is needed to contrast with the low male voices 
which dominate the opera. Her dramatic commitment, though, was never in doubt. Mark Rucker 
made a very promising debut as Paolo. The augmented chorus were glorious, especially in the 
great "Pace" ensemble, but debutant Henrik Nánási's conducting appeared to be centred on 
keeping the orchestra in order rather than in seeking any new insights into this masterpiece. 
 
At St John's, Waterloo, Midsummer Opera offered another of their riveting nearly-full stagings 
which updated Macbeth to a modern war zone where life is cheap and acts of horror and brutality 
commonplace. On a bare scaffold of three platforms in front of the orchestra, with the chorus 
mostly banished to the side aisles, the drama was strong and immediate. Lynne McAdam's 
production was especially inventive in its use of the chorus and the silent introduction of 
Shakespearean characters omitted by Verdi. Angus and Ross were the messengers, the delay 
while the Porter shuffled down the aisle to answer the door to Macduff heightened the tension after 
the murder of Duncan, Donalbain, as well as Malcolm, was seen fleeing in terror at the end of Act 
I, and the doomed Lady Macduff accompanied her husband to the banquet. The chorus was 
frequently reduced to small groups: two messengers, four murderers, and - most effectively - nine 
witches who could not help but recall the Valkyries. They were presented as a group of attractive 
women in red who gathered around a table to share a bottle of wine before making their 
prophecies to Macbeth and Banquo and who mixed their brews in a cocktail shaker. Three of them 
were on the Macbeths' household staff, and all nine returned at the end to claim his corpse. All this 
increased the impact of the occasions when the full chorus was used, notably the mighty finale to 
Act I, the banquet and, most effectively, the Refugees' Chorus, where a tide of suffering humanity 
swarmed over the platforms while the devastated Macduff received a letter telling him of the 
massacre of his family. 
 
David Durham, a newcomer to MO, took the title role. His experience in straight drama and 
musicals came through in his complex portrayal of the initially vacillating, increasingly ruthless 
anti-hero, and his terror at the banquet was especially effective. The church's very open acoustic 
gave his warm, likeable baritone a quick vibrato such as one hears in old recordings. His Lady, 
Zoë South, predictably brought the house down with her glorious singing and made the most of 
the production's emphasis on how the murderous couple are destroyed by their guilt. The repeat of 
the Brindisi was sung in an uneasy piano as the trembling queen struggled to control herself, and 
her nervous gesture of rubbing her hands became a leitmotif long before the unexpected pathos of 
her sleepwalking scene. Stephen Holloway was a bluff, noble Banquo, who was especially 
effective in his silent, impassive appearances at the banquet. He momentarily mislaid the 
orchestra during "O qual orrenda notte" but was superb in his aria. John Upperton naturally took 
the place apart with Macduff's single aria and made much of the character, and Mike Wells was a 
forthright Malcolm. The 43-strong chorus, all off book, were superb, and David Roblou and the 
Midsummer Orchestra brought out all the score's dark splendour. 
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But for me the highlight was Fulham Opera's astonishing Don Carlo. This is a company which 
continues to think, and do, big without ever punching above its weight, and Carlo is the ideal opera 
to perform amid the soaring Victorian-Gothic arches of St John's Fulham, with its massive altar at 
the centre of the action. Presiding genius Ben Woodward conducted his persuasive reduction of 
Verdi's orchestration for a twelve-strong ensemble. At first I thought that it would sound thin, but 
except in a very few places it proved to be the right size for this small venue and the church's 
acoustic magnified the sound. 
 
Lewis Reynolds' sensitive modern dress production, set in a grim totalitarian state where the 
Inquisition still holds sway, wisely concentrated upon the opera's wealth of close confrontations. In 
effect there were two productions: with the five leading roles double cast, he staged and lit two 
versions of each major scene to suit the different performers. Virtually everything was in black and 
white, illuminated by torch beams and banks of flickering golden candle flames. The church 
fitments were draped in white and Alexander McPherson's stylish banner dominated the 
proceedings, with smart modern dress costumes in black with a very occasional dart of colour. 
 
Of the two, the "A" cast generally offered lighter, elegant, more graceful voices which reminded the 
listener of the opera's French origins, while the more substantial voices of the "B" cast were 
redolent of the headlong splendour of late Verdi. Both brought out different things in this wondrous 
score. The "A" cast was dominated by Keel Watson's King Philip, as massive of voice as of 
physique. The dark power of his voice filled the church and seemed almost to be bulging out of the 
windows. He was a terrifying physical presence who could make the entire cast jump with fear 
simply by raising his voice. This was the man who ruled half the world by sheer terror, but even 
before the wrenching revelation of his inner vulnerability in "Ella giammai m'amò" one could 
sometimes catch the heartbreak deep in his eyes. Philippa Boyle, a soprano with a lovely creamy 
voice which sounds ripe for the Marschallin or Ariadne, emphasised Elisabetta's courage and 
dignity - her glares at Philip after he banished the Countess of Aremberg, and when he accused 
her of infidelity, would have felled a lesser man. Siv Iren Misund, the runner up in FO's Verdi 
Competition last year, sounded absolutely gorgeous as Eboli and brought out the woman's naivety 
and self-centredness, laying her head in the embarrassed Elisabetta's lap like a child as she 
confessed her guilt. (As Misund observed to me afterwards, for Eboli everything has to be about 
her. Why else should she assume that Carlo loves her?). Alberto Sousa's lovely lyric tenor proved 
ideally suited to his appealing Don Carlo, moving and boyishly vulnerable. His huge, expressive 
eyes were the key to the tormented Prince's soul. Andrew Mayor's avuncular Posa, more the 
father Carlo never had than his brother in arms, gave the character great warmth but never quite 
suggested Schiller's great idealist and had occasional intonation problems. 
 
In the "B" cast, Stephen Fredericks's mightily impressive King Philip deployed a Ghiaurov-like 
granite bass. Oliver Gibbs sang magnificently and made Posa's passionate fervour and honesty 
the cornerstone of the piece. He passed my acid test for the role, of moving me to tears in the 
death scene. Kassandra Dimopoulou's Eboli was vocally and physically almost impossibly 
glamorous - the tricky, sinuous lines of the Veil Aria were a treat - but she emphasised the 
woman's perpetual emotional insecurity. Those beautiful eyes were always full of fear. The 
splendour of Catherine Woodward's singing as Elisabetta had the audience gasping, especially in 
"Tu che le vanità", which left us feeling wrung out even before the emotional demands of the 
finale. And Philip Modinos' Carlos, Otello-like in vocal and physical scale, was one of the most 
thrilling I have ever heard. One could argue that Carlos should not sound or look so heroic, but 
faced with this epic portrayal, who cared? After the first act, a woman behind me whispered, “This 
is amazing!”. Yes, Madam, it was. 
 
The lesser roles were sung by the same singers in both casts. Gerard Delrez’s overbearing Grand 
Inquisitor had all the force needed to overwhelm his two powerful King Philips, and his final 
“Forse”, floating in the air behind him as he exited down the aisle, was nightmarish. Ian Wilson-
Pope was an authoritative Monk, who at the end appeared wearing Charles V’s crown. Both these 
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two made the most of their appearances in the auto-da-fé, when every available voice was 
pressed into service. One could see the Monk glancing from person to person as the crisis 
developed, realising that at some future time he might have to intervene. John Wood was an 
unusually positive Lerma, a shifty cleric rather than a statesman, and Hannah Macauley’s cheeky 
Tebaldo was a delight. Corinne Hart’s ethereal voice floated from the chorus to convey the 
promises of Heaven, and she was also a touching Countess of Aremberg. The chorus, all 
seventeen of them, sang heroically in all their manifestations as French peasantry and Spanish 
courtiers, populace and rebels, with a particular commendation for the two Flemish deputies who 
held a vocal line usually sustained by at least six basses. The sight of one Deputy weeping on the 
shoulder of the other at the horrors of the auto-da-fé, was a sign that this was a production which 
attended to the little things as well as the big ones. In August Fulham Opera will be thinking even 
bigger, with Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg. Bring it on! 
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THE ROAD TO VALHALLA 
Masterclass with Sir John Tomlinson and Kelvin Lim 

 
Ravenscourt Methodist Church, 12th January 2019 

 
Katie Barnes 

 
Photographs: Roger Lee 

 
On this occasion the Mastersingers launched their most ambitious undertaking to date. The 
objective of the Road to Valhalla project is to create a small-scale production of The Ring in 
Andrew Porter's translation which can be toured to small venues in parts of the UK which would 
not normally be able to see Wagner opera performed live.  
 
As David Edwards pointed out in his engaging introduction, 
Wagner, like other composers, wanted his works to be 
heard in the local language. Singing The Ring in English 
used to be far more widespread than it is today, from the 
1908 cycles at Covent Garden, through Die Walküre at 
Covent Garden with Flagstad and Hotter to ENO's 
landmark production in the 1970s which toured all over the 
UK. 
 
This project will give British-based singers opportunities to learn Wagnerian roles with 
distinguished coaches and develop through live performances in an intimate setting. The Porter 
translation has been chosen for its remarkable fidelity to the sound, colour and alliteration of the 
German and because it was developed over a long period in collaboration with Reginald Goodall, 
John Blatchley, Glen Byam Shaw, and ENO's singers, three of whom were present on this 
occasion. 
 

 
 
Much of the afternoon's work between Sir John and the singers brought out the differences in 
singing in English and German. The basic issues, such as the need for clear diction, are the same 
in both languages, but the importance of communication through words is far greater when singing 
in the vernacular, and due to the "inevitable compromises in translating" the stresses often come 
in different places in the vocal line. As Sir John observed, because the English language does not 
sound anything like it is written one has to analyse every word to find out what the actual sounds 
are. 
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The current opinion in music colleges is that diction spoils the 
pure legato line. The trick is to prepare each phrase so that it 
comes from the body, with every vowel clear and precise - 
although, as Dame Anne Evans remarked, this is harder for 
higher voices, especially female voices. She recalled that 
Edmund Tracey had a black book in which he entered the names 
of singers whose words he couldn't hear, "and if he entered you 
in it, you were sent to the Tower!" Sir John added that "vowels 
and consonants must be SUNG!" In the 1970s ENO was full of 
singers such as Denis Dowling and Alberto Remedios whose 
diction was "like a rifle shot to the back of the Amphitheatre". But 
nowadays, due to reliance on microphones and surtitles "we 
listen in a different way", and Sir John teaches students who think 
that the way he sings is old-fashioned because he advocates 
clear diction. 

 

Freddie Tong, Pauls Putnins and Kelvin Lim 
 
Sir John chose to work on four scenes which would give each of the singers a chance to shine, 
starting with the first scene, which pitted Freddie Tong's darting-eyed, intensely characterful 
Alberich against Pauls Putnins' gloriously nonchalant, somewhat baritonal Wanderer. Sir John 
praised Tong's "fantastic legato" in Alberich's soliloquy and encouraged him both to make the 
words even clearer - "strong consonants, clear vowels", to follow through to the end of a line - 
"We're always moving on, like a river" - and to consider the context of the scene. "You've been 
waiting here for a thousand years, watching, waiting... At some point you know that Fafner will 
die... At "night and darkness" you'll go back to waiting for another hundred years for something to 
happen." He suggested that although in this scene the Wanderer makes much of the fact that he 
cannot interfere, he has in fact come to set Alberich against Mime in the hope that they will kill 
each other, just as he has set Mime up for Siegfried to forge the sword in Act I. But Alberich in turn 
plays upon the Wanderer's fears, knowing that the spear must break. It was magical to see Sir 
John so intently watching his pupils, silently breathing every word, and to hear him demonstrate 
the Wanderer's ironic laughter at "Black-Alberich" and speaking the English text to bring out the 
disdainful emphases in "Bound evil Alberich to me". 
 



 35 

The second scene set the Siegfried of Elliot 
Goldie (right) against against the youthful, 
almost too-lyrical Mime of William Wallace 
(left). Sir John commended their singing but 
rightly told Wallace that "to me you weren't 
Mime" and encouraged him to think himself 
into the character. "You've brought Siegfried 
here as part of a lifelong plan. You're 
incredibly intelligent, but sometimes you can't 
see the wood for the trees." In what must be a 
world première, Sir John even acted Mime 
himself to demonstrate what he meant. Goldie, 
who sounded more at ease than he did with 
the Rehearsal Orchestra last October, was 
warned not to be too nice to Mime. Getting him 
to lounge in a chair, just as Siegfried might 

lounge on a grassy bank in the forest, helped Goldie to "become" Siegfried as he soliloquised, with 
the Forest Murmurs beautifully played by Lim. Sir John described this scene as "a stream of 
consciousness", and Goldie most beautifully showed Siegfried's thought processes as he 
meditated on his mother, while obeying Sir John's injunction not to croon - "support properly and 
sing properly, we have to nourish every note." 
 

 
 
Noting issues with intonation, Sir John worked intensively on Goldie's vocal production, 
emphasising the need for muscular preparation for every phrase, feeling his ribs to check that he 
had good abdominal support. "You may forget to breathe if it's a quiet phrase." The phrase "who 
lived and died" has to be sung so simply, yet it is filled with such immense emotion. 
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Following a brief snatch of Siegfried's fight with Fafner, during which 
Lim made the piano snarl most effectively, Paul Goodwin-Groen sang 
Fafner's death scene very impressively, with Sir John cautioning him 
not to "bassify" the music - "you have the bass sound already... This is 
a wonderfully truthful song you sing, it's about life and death. Fafner's 
being wonderfully honest now, for all his past." 
 
 

 
 
It is to be hoped that the Mastersingers will receive the financial, moral and artistic support needed 
to bring this ambitious project to fruition. Having already experienced an intimate Ring, I know how 
thrilling it can be when it becomes a two-way communication between performers and audience - 
and we know that the Mastersingers are all about communication. 
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THE ROAD TO VALHALLA (2) 
 

2pm to 5pm Saturday 13th April 2019 
St Cyprian's Church, Glentworth Street, London NW1 6AX.      Baker Street or Marylebone 

 

DAME FELICITY PALMER 
 

 
 
Continuing the Mastersingers project to create a small-scale English Ring, Dame Felicity will 
conduct a workshop with three sopranos on the opening scene of Twilight of the Gods featuring 
the Norns, weavers of destiny. 
 
With a career as both a soprano and a mezzo-soprano spanning four decades, Felicity Palmer 
appeared earlier this year at The Royal Opera House performing the role of Countess in 
Tchaikovsky’s Queen of Spades. She has also worked with English National Opera, with James 
Levine at the Metropolitan Opera, New York as well as at La Scala, Munich, Zurich, Toulouse, 
Amsterdam, Chicago, San Francisco, Paris, Glyndebourne and as a jury member for the Cardiff 
Singer of the World international competition. 
 

Tickets: £12 from Mike Morgan mikegmorgan65@gmail.com 
 

To receive regular information contact 
www.mastersingers.org.uk 

mailto:mikegmorgan65@gmail.com
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CONTACTS 
 

www.musicclublondon.com 
 
 
Chairman: Michael Bousfield    Editor of Harmony: Roger Lee  
14 Ulster Terrace, London NW1 4PJ   155 Llanrwst Road, 
020 7486 7596 / 07974 251 112    Colwyn Bay, LL28 5YS 
mikebous@icloud.com     penmaenmawr@hotmail.com 
 
 
 
Treasurer: Mike Morgan     OverseasTravel: Bryan Suitters 
9 West Court, Downley, High Wycombe   24 Burywick, Harpenden, AL5 2AH 
HP13 5TG 01494 514 252 / 07908 078 854  01582 763 457 07963 803 872 
mikegmorgan65@gmail.com     suitters@talktalk.net 
 
 
 
Webmaster: Dave May     Secretary: Ian Slater 
205 London Rd, Waterlooville, PO7 7RN   12 Hawkwood Crescent, E4 7PN 
02392 267 427 07779 847 011   0208 529 3786 
davedotmay@greenbee.net     iw.slater@ntlworld.com 
 
 
 
Tickets: Marjorie Wilkins     UK Events: Ann Archbold 
16A Carlisle Avenue, St Albans,     37E Greville Road, NW6 5JB 
AL3 5LU 01727 831 423     020 7625 6976 
marjoriewilkins123@btinternet.com    annarchbold@tiscali.co.uk 
 
 
 
Special Events: Rosemary Frischer   Special Projects: Robert Mansell 
2 St George’s Avenue, N7 0HD    46 Tournay Road, SW6 7UF 
020 7700 7999 07981 010 237   07983 344 953 
rfrischer@earlblue.com     robertmansell@gmail.com 
(Please note new email address) 
 
 

Membership Secretary: Margaret Murphy 
16 Doran Drive, Redhill, RH1 6AX 
margaretmurphy567@gmail.com  

mailto:mikebous@icloud.com
mailto:mikegmorgan65@gmail.com
mailto:suitters@talktalk.net
mailto:davedotmay@greenbee.net
mailto:iw.slater@ntlworld.com
mailto:marjoriewilkins123@btinternet.com
mailto:annarchbold@tiscali.co.uk
mailto:rfrischer@earlblue.com
mailto:robertmansell@gmail.com
mailto:margaretmurphy567@gmail.com


 39 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Sir John Tomlinson opening the Mastersingers project: The Road to Valhalla whose aim 
is to create a small-scale English language production of The Ring. (See: pages 33 to 36.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


