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         Robert Ponsonby was Organ Scholar of Trinity College, Oxford, from 1948 to 1950, and President of the University Opera Club. Engaged by Glyndebourne in 1951, he organized the Festival of Sussex, a country-wide celebration, under the umbrella of the Festival of Britain. At the same time, he worked as assistant to the Director of the Edinburgh Festival, Ian Hunter, whom he succeeded in 1956. Resigning after the 1960 festival, he eventually gained a job with the Independent Television Authority. He returned to music in 1964, being appointed to administer the Scottish National Orchestra. His eight years in Glasgow were professionally happy and apparently successful, for he was head-hunted by the BBC, who in 1972 appointed him Controller, Music, in succession to William Glock. This post he held until 1985. He directed the Canterbury Festival in 1987 and 1988; and since 1985 he has filled advisory roles with the Purcell School, the Young Concert Artists Trust, the Council for Music in Hospitals and Wingate Scholarships. Currently, he is on the committee of the Michael Tippett Musical Foundation. He holds the Janáček Medal from the Czech Government, is an Hon RAM and was made a CBE in 1983. (For a fuller biography, see ‘About the Author’.)
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            INTRODUCTION


         
 

         One of the truly great privileges is to spend one’s working life among charismatic, interesting and gifted people. It has clearly been the experience of Robert Ponsonby during his many years of artistic administration and he writes about it with obvious delight. The world of the arts is a fascinating one but those involved in it don’t have an easy ride through life and the stress often shows itself in something which is commonly described as temperament. This is perfectly understandable: in the constant search for perfection, a certain degree of stress arises; to meet deadlines, or deal with the inevitable clash of egos, miracles are both required and achieved on a daily basis. There is never a dull moment and to deal with the creative, performing and administrative sides of the profession demands the utmost from everybody.
 

         In former times it was the practice to draw a kindly veil over the idiosyncrasies of others, but now we are told that the public needs to know the truth and so a character or a life is opened up to the public gaze in ways formerly unheard of, warts and all. How refreshing, then, to read Robert Ponsonby’s collection of portraits which steer such a well judged course between the light and darker sides of the human condition and give us a balanced picture of his subjects. He has a delightful turn of phrase and describes aspects of character which I found immediately recognizable and true.
 

         It is all done with wit, perception, kindness, honesty, affection and humour, leaving this reader wanting more.
 

         

             


         
 

         Dame Janet Baker, CH, DBE

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            PROSPECTS
 

            at January 1951


         
 

         This book is about a number of my heroes and heroines – musicians whose music-making, and in some cases whose friendship, has given me special pleasure. Incidentally, and subordinately, it is also about myself and a career in music which I have greatly enjoyed.
 

         I began to go to London for concerts, opera, theatre and ballet in 1943 when it was (more or less) safe to do so. Of Myra Hess’s inspired and inspiring National Gallery lunchtime concerts the first I heard – on 28th April 1943 – was a tribute to Rachmaninoff, who had just died. Dame Myra (not yet a DBE – but I cannot think of her as other than ‘Dame’) announced that Benno Moiseiwitsch, after a trying journey, had only just arrived; but he had agreed to ‘muck about’ with some of the Preludes. This Moiseiwitsch did, to brilliant effect, and became for me one of those musicians who define one’s standards for life. Others, between 1946 and 1948, included Thomas Beecham in Mozart, Artur Schnabel in the Diabelli Variations, Wilhelm Furtwängler in Mahler, Strauss and Brahms (and later, a stupendous Eroica in Edinburgh); Kirsten Flagstad and Hans Hotter in Covent Garden’s Die Walküre. Then, at Salzburg in 1950 I heard Clara Haskil in Mozart’s E Flat Piano Concerto, K271, and Lisa Della Casa in Strauss’s Capriccio. Also in Salzburg that year Julius Patzak sang the Male Chorus in Britten’s The Rape of Lucretia, though it was not until 1952, when he was an unforgettable Florestan in London, that I fully appreciated his superlative artistry.

         
 

         Meanwhile, I had joined the staff of Glyndebourne on 1st January 1951, the first day of Festival of Britain year, and had begun to learn my craft from Moran Caplat and Ian Hunter. These two had been the assistants of Rudolf Bing, who had managed Glyndebourne from its inception in 1934 and directed the Edinburgh Festival from 1947 to 1949, when he went to the Metropolitan Opera, New York.
 

         The Glyndebourne ethos was powerful: quality was the be-all and end-all and though, in the earliest recordings, Fritz Busch used a piano for the accompaniment of recitatives and there is some dodgy pronunciation from the international casts, the spirit of Mozart shines brilliantly through. John Christie and his wife, the singer Audrey Mildmay, were the inspired creators of an amazing institution, he the eccentric visionary, she the practical artist – a dream-team without whom there would be no Edinburgh Festival. For in 1940 Glyndebourne toured a production of The Beggar’s Opera in which Mildmay was Polly, Michael Redgrave McHeath and John Gielgud the director. One night, in Edinburgh after the show, Mildmay and Bing walked from the King’s Theatre to the Caledonian Hotel. The castle was moonlit and one of them – perhaps recalling Salzburg – remarked that Edinburgh had the makings of an international festival city. The seed took root and in 1945 a Glyndebourne delegation went to Edinburgh and, not without difficulty, sold the idea to the city fathers. The Festival was launched in 1947.

         
 

         One of the very earliest of the post-war festivals, it was certainly the most ambitious. Its instant success put Edinburgh on the tourist map as nothing else could have done; yet the parsimonious city fathers were wearyingly slow to provide performance facilities worthy of the international artists who were to participate. (In 1957, the technical staff of La Scala, reconnoitring the King’s Theatre, where the company was to play, described it as ‘un théâtre abandonné’.) Moreover, civic subsidy was barely adequate, so that – later – two directors, I in 1960, John Drummond in 1983, resigned because we could no longer live with the financial pinch or the indifference, sometimes approaching hostility, of some of the civic authorities. The visits of La Scala, the Hamburg and Stuttgart State Operas and the Royal Swedish Opera were made possible for me only by large subsidies from the originating countries and when Glyndebourne returned in 1960, after an absence of several years, the cost to the Festival (since Glyndebourne had no state grant) was much higher than the payments to the Italians, the Germans and the Swedes. But the quality of the performances was admirable. Glyndebourne, at its very best, brought Joan Sutherland in I Puritani and Geraint Evans in Falstaff, both conducted by the masterly Vittorio Gui, and John Pritchard, another master, gave us Poulenc’s La Voix Humaine and Busoni’s Arlecchino, a fascinating double-bill.

         
 

         The first ten years of my working life, when I was employed primarily by the Edinburgh Festival, whose director I became in 1956, were, it now seems to me, an apprenticeship. There was a lot to learn; great artists to sustain and – sometimes – to placate; foreign agencies to deal with; uncomprehending bureaucrats to cajole into collaboration; and, of course, the press to feed with news and ‘stories’. Thus, Thomas Beecham1 gave me (comic) trouble in 1956, Maria Callas2 had to be defended in 1957 and Otto Klemperer3 – in a small tragi-comedy about his accommodation – called for appeasement in 1958. In 1959, the Czech Philharmonic disgracefully threatened to break their contract (on political grounds) and I had to stand firm (on contractual grounds), so that in the end they did not appear. In 1960, the Leningrad Philharmonic did appear, though only after tiresome negotiations with grey Soviet suits.

         
 

         But Beecham and Callas (though not absolutely in best voice) and Klemperer all delivered tremendous performances, as did the Leningrad Philharmonic under the great Evgeny Mravinsky. And during those years there were other glories: Britten conducting Britten and accompanying Peter Pears, Menuhin in concertos and chamber music, Isaac Stern with Myra Hess, the young Fischer-Dieskau and Irmgard Seefried in Hugo Wolf, Victoria de los Angeles in La Vida Breve and in recitals with the indispensable Gerald Moore.

         
 

         I began to perceive that, as an administrator, I had a single overriding professional obligation: somehow to secure for the artists conditions which would enable them to perform at their utmost standard; a congenial programme; a fine theatre or concert-hall with responsive acoustics; adequate (if possible, ample) rehearsal-time; a large and attentive audience; comfortable, convenient, above all quiet, accommodation – and a fair fee!
 

         Of course, it wasn’t often possible to provide such Utopian conditions. But I later discovered that they sometimes cropped up in unlikely circumstances.
 

         In 1967 the Scottish National Orchestra, which I had administered since 1964, undertook a European tour which opened in Vienna’s august Musikverein and ended in Rotterdam’s new De Doelen – both, in strikingly different ways, marvellous concert-halls. Our programmes,  certainly congenial, were extremely well rehearsed because repeated in  various combinations. Our soloists were heaven-sent: Jacqueline du Pré,  who brought the Schumann, Dvořák and Elgar concertos (the last  inimitable) and Janet Baker, whose Mahler Rückert-lieder, in  Salzburg’s Grosses Festspielhaus, was deeply and unforgettably moving.  Alexander Gibson and the orchestra excelled themselves and throughout  the tour we had very good audiences (but our Sibelius did not ignite the  Germans). Though we travelled by coach, we were put up in comfortable  hotels. Whether or not £100 per concert was a ‘fair’ fee for our  soloists, I would not like to say, but it was wonderfully good value.

         
 

          

         Similarly, after I had moved on to the BBC, the BBC Symphony Orchestra toured Japan in 1975 with Pierre Boulez and Charles Groves and produced in Yokohama a concert of uniquely memorable quality and character – Webern’s Passacaglia, Op.1, Birtwistle’s Nenia on the Death of Orpheus (with the splendid Jan DeGaetani) and both suites from Ravel’s Daphnis and Chloe, to which Boulez brought scintillating colour and clarity. The hall and its acoustics were good, the audience pin-drop listeners, quite unfazed by Birtwistle, our hotel quiet and comfortable.

         
 

         Still later in my career, directorship of the Proms gave me the opportunity to devise even more congenial programmes, as well as providing me with the best audience in the world (the Vienna Philharmonic, after appearing in 1984, wrote corporately to The Times to express their astonished appreciation of the Promenaders’ concentration and warmth), admittedly controversial acoustics, though much better than detractors allow, and the ability to offer fair fees.

         
 

         To have progressed from Glyndebourne, via the Edinburgh Festival and the Scottish National Orchestra, to the BBC – and hence to the Proms – was to have enjoyed a voyage not without storms (one hurricane),4 but no shipwreck. I was very lucky.

         
 

         

      


            1 For Beecham comedy, see page 10.

            
 

            2 Callas’s failure to sing the fifth and last performance of La Sonnambula was the consequence of a discrepancy between my contract with La Scala, which stipulated five performances, and La Scala’s with her, which cited four. She had made it clear to La Scala that she would be unavailable for a fifth, but they ‘hoped to persuade’ her. She was of course blamed, but was blameless.

            
 

            3 Klemperer had fallen for a very pretty member of the Philharmonia Orchestra and he planned to exchange his hotel suite for a room in the spartan hostel where the orchestra were lodged: in every conceivable way an unsuitable move. Some fierce words notwithstanding, he and I finally resolved his problem on the basis that he would sleep at his hotel, but was welcome – well, fairly welcome – to spend daylight time at the hostel.

            


         



            4 The musicians’ strike in 1980.

            


         






      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            CONDUCTORS


         
 

         Adrian Boult
 

         Because Adrian Boult and my father had been contemporaries and friends, I grew up with an instinctive high regard for him. His 1944 Royal Philharmonic Society programme (referred to in what follows) which comprised Weber, Beethoven, Ravel and Strauss, was uncharacteristic, but, at Oxford, on 11th May 1948, he gave Rubbra’s Festival Overture, Butterworth’s Banks of Green Willow, Stanford’s Clarinet Concerto (with Frederick Thurston) and Vaughan Williams’s Sixth Symphony, his typically generous contribution to a festival of British music.

         
 

         

            *   *   *   *   *


         
 

         On 2nd February 1912, five young men sat down to dinner at the Mitre Hotel, Oxford. A photograph shows them in evening dress, with flowers, silver and linen on the table; they look rather self-conscious but they are likely to enjoy a meal comprising Oysters, Clear Soup, Boiled Turbot, Fillets of Beef, Roast Turkey, Plum Pudding and Cheese Custard. (The menu survives.) It is the twenty-first birthday of one of them. Of the other four, one is my father, another is Adrian Boult.
 

         The family connection with Boult persisted after my father’s death in 1928 so that in the mid-1940s I felt able to ask if I might attend his rehearsals. On one occasion he sent me a telegram to let me know that the venue of the rehearsal had been changed at the last moment. Thoughtfulness could not have gone further: I was a schoolboy and the least of his worries that day. For the concert, on 9th December 1944, was a Royal Philharmonic Society event and at the interval he was to be presented with the Society’s rare and precious Gold Medal. Moreover, there was a risk of bombs and the audience was invited, in the event of an air-raid warning, ‘to take shelter in the building or in the trenches in Hyde Park’. All went well, however, and Boult admirably conducted a programme which included Ravel’s Scheherazade with the divine Maggie Teyte – the only time I heard her.

         
 

         Six years later, the creator of the BBC Symphony Orchestra was retired by the BBC because he was sixty. This preposterous decision, made when its victim had a good twenty years of active work ahead, typified the BBC at its philistine worst. I hope, but I am not sure, that such a decision would never be made today. In any case, Boult was, he said, ‘only unemployed for two or three days’, when the London Philharmonic Orchestra sensibly engaged him. There followed a period when he was always busy but was not always engaged for concerts or recordings at the very highest level. I am myself ashamed of the fact that during my time as director of the Edinburgh Festival his only concert – on 6th September 1959 – was devoted to Vaughan Williams, because the composer had died the previous year. But working with Alexander Gibson and the Scottish National Orchestra between 1964 and 1972, I was able to make some amends by engaging him to conduct the orchestra, which he regularly did, offering his definitive Schubert Great C Major, two Brahms symphonies, much Elgar and Holst, and Wagner’s Wesendonck songs, with Janet Baker.

         
 

         When I took over the Proms in 1974, Boult was already eighty-five and, as it turned out, he would only appear in four more seasons. He liked to share concerts with younger British conductors. But that first year I asked him to share the opening concert with Pierre Boulez, his current successor with the BBC Symphony Orchestra, and he gave us a magnificent Schubert Great C Major. During the next two years he shared concerts with David Atherton, John Poole, Vernon Handley, Charles Mackerras and John Carewe, giving us Beethoven, Brahms, Elgar and Vaughan Williams symphonies, Wagner’s Siegfried Idyll and Lennox Berkeley’s Voices of the Night. Then, in his last year (sharing with Mark Elder, Nicholas Cleobury, James Loughran and Walter Susskind) he conducted a small anthology of his specialities: Elgar’s Second, Brahms’s Third, Vaughan Williams’s Job, and – at his own particular request – music by the last and current Masters of the Queen’s Music, Arthur Bliss and Malcolm Williamson. (Bliss’s Music for Strings he had premiered at the Salzburg Festival in 1935.) I noticed after that concert, on 17th August 1977, and after many others during his last years, that an exceptionally large crowd would await him at the Artists’ Entrance – well-wishing music-lovers moved to pay tribute not only to the integrity of the old man’s musicianship but also to his reserve and his dignity.

         
 

         After his last Prom I used to visit him and his wife, Ann, in their modest West Hampstead flat. He was by now eighty-eight but, though inclined to shuffle, he always saw me to the door and was invariably dressed in collar and tie, double-breasted suit and polished, laced shoes: no sweater and slacks for him. Once I asked, ‘Adrian, do you really like to have visitors?’ and Ann quickly replied, ‘We like to be visited by the kind of people we like to be visited by’! I was one of the lucky ones and I cherish his recollections of Nikisch, with whom as a young man he had studied in Leipzig and upon whom he had modelled his technique. ‘It is impossible,’ he said, ‘to believe that anyone could ever (or will ever) hold orchestras in the hollow of his hand, and produce the essence of the music with the point of his stick, with such power, and with such economy and beauty of gesture.’

         
 

         Boult’s ninetieth birthday fell on 8th April 1979 and I was determined that, by marking the occasion with some solemnity, the BBC should expiate its bone-headed decision to retire him nearly thirty years before. I approached him privately and, though never one to want a fuss made of him, he seemed pleased by the idea. Ann Boult, as ever protective of his health and his privacy, also appeared content. So we went ahead, booking the Albert Hall and engaging three British conductors – Norman Del Mar, Vernon Handley and James Loughran – who I thought would do Boultian justice to Brahms’s Fourth Symphony, the Tallis Fantasy and Elgar’s The Music Makers. All was going swimmingly when intimations began to reach the BBC, at a very high level indeed, that the concert was not wanted and should indeed be cancelled. It was an awkward moment, for plans were far advanced and I guessed that Adrian, probably with Ann’s endorsement, had simply got cold feet at the prospect of such an elaborate ‘fuss’. After some delicate negotiations, however, it was agreed the concert would take place and, on the night, the Hall was packed. But there was one empty seat, that of the guest of honour, who at a late stage had fallen ill, but not too ill, fortunately, to record a message which we relayed to the audience and on Radio 3.

         
 

         Adrian Boult’s life ended in 1983, on 23rd February, the birth date of Handel and the death date of Elgar. His selfless championship of British music had been incalculably important: at his death there were at least twenty living British composers who owed to him the first performance (and often subsequent ones) of one or more of their works – and this total excluded the many who had predeceased him. But his mastery of much of the German repertoire was also remarkable: Schubert and Brahms apart, he gave a concert performance of Berg’s Wozzeck in 1934 and – amazingly – the first performance, in Vienna in 1936, of Schoenberg’s Variations.

         
 

         So I was proud of the concert in his memory which we promoted in December 1983. John Pritchard, his latest successor as chief conductor of the BBC Symphony Orchestra, conducted Parry’s Blest Pair of Sirens, a small masterpiece, the Enigma Variations and Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde, in which Janet Baker was deeply moving. I felt that, at long last, the BBC had done justice to a great English musician and a kindly human being of altogether exceptional integrity.

         
 

         
Thomas Beecham

         
 

         Thomas Beecham, like Adrian Boult, contributed to Oxford’s 1948 Festival of British Music, performing, on 13th May, Bax’s The Garden of Fand, Delius’s Paris, Elgar’s Falstaff and Bantock’s Fifine at the Fair, of which the Delius was, of course, quintessential Beecham territory.

         
 

         

            *   *   *   *   *


         
 

         ‘God help you, sir,’ said Sir Thomas on being introduced, at Eton, to the music-master who taught his stepson, Jeremy, the piano. The encounter took place at around the time that I first attended a Beecham concert, a Mozart programme with the Philharmonia Orchestra on 27th October 1946. Reginald Kell (the Jack Brymer of his day) played the Clarinet Concerto and the concert ended with the great G Minor Symphony. I was entranced by the idiomatic elegance of the performances and by Beecham’s mastery of rubato. I became, overnight, an idolater of his artistry.

         
 

         Not surprisingly, therefore, I persuaded the committee of the Oxford University Opera Club, of which I was then president, to authorize me to invite Sir Thomas to conduct an opera of his own choice under the auspices of the Club. Not surprisingly, he declined, though charmingly. Then, at the 1950 Edinburgh Festival, I heard him conduct Strauss’s Ariadne, in the first version, which incorporates Molière’s M. Jourdain (the ‘bourgeois gentilhomme’). That gloriously turkey-faced actor, Miles Malleson, was the M. Jourdain who at the end of the show, complaining that he has not got his money’s-worth, addresses the audience rhetorically, ‘What, no bugles?’ To which, unexpectedly, Sir Thomas – from the pit – was heard to reply, ‘All melted down for the war effort!’

         
 

         The year 1951, Festival of Britain year, saw three of Sir Thomas’s finest achievements: in April, another Mozart programme, the C Minor Mass and the (C Major) Jupiter Symphony; in June, Delius’s A Mass of Life (with the unknown Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, announced on posters and programmes as FISCHER DIESKOW, tout court); in December, Die Meistersinger at Covent Garden, a glowingly autumnal performance of great beauty with a cast which included the young Geraint Evans as the Nightwatchman.

         
 

         All these I heard and the following summer, at the Edinburgh Festival, I met the great man. I was often deputed to meet the artists, to see them to their hotels and to settle them in. My diary records some encounters with him.
 

         

            August 16
 

            Met Sir Thomas at Waverley Station. He was in tremendous form. We discussed music critics. ‘At sixty they’re monsters, at seventy they’re deformed and decrepit: at eighty’ – in a vast crescendo – ‘they’re blistering, blathering fools! After thirty years of it no wonder they all look queer.’

            
 

            ‘I have brought an exquisite silk waistcoat with me,’ he continued. ‘I want particularly to talk about it to the gentlemen of the Press. I haven’t had an embroidered waistcoat for twenty-five years. I mean to make the most of it’
 

            August 17
 

            After meeting Ernest Newman and his wife, I raced to the Usher Hall to put Sir Thomas onto the platform in time for the Duke of Edinburgh’s arrival (and the anthem). When the moment came nothing would budge him – ‘I don’t want to have to wait around up there,’ he remarked. ‘I was once kept waiting twenty minutes by the Princess Royal. Stuck in a lift, you know. Having a baby at the time, I remember.’ With this he sailed on and within a few minutes had embarked upon what was to prove a superlative performance of Sibelius 7.

            
 

            August 19
 

            At the evening concert (Beecham playing Mozart 34 and 38 with Ein Heldenleben) Josef Szigeti slipped in beside me as I sat on the Grand Tier steps. During a break he whispered, ‘There is magic in what Beecham does.’ Later, the RPO’s leader, David McCallum, told me he had never before taken part in two such performances as Beecham had given the Mozart symphonies. The Amadeus Quartet, with whom I talked in the interval, endorsed this. Jimmy Verity, viola in the orchestra, said that any concert to equal that one would be ‘heaven-sent’.

            
 

            August 21
 

            Beecham (rehearsing the opening of the pizzicato fugato for double basses in L’Enfance du Christ): ‘Bogies!’ 

            
 

            August 24
 

            After L’Enfance du Christ (an afternoon performance) there was just time to attend the presentation to Beecham of an enormous jeroboam of brandy.

            


         
 

         In May 1953, I went to Oxford to hear Sir Thomas conduct Delius’s Irmelin. I had learned that he had had a fall in the Mitre Hotel, where he was staying, and I was lucky to find him having tea in the lounge there. Having reminded him of our meetings at Edinburgh the previous summer, I enquired solicitously about his fall:

         
 

         

            ‘I fell down one flight of stairs, round the corner and down another one. I landed in the fire-bucket. That’s why I kick it when I go past – you know the expression of course?’

            


         
 

         Curiously, he was also ‘damaged’ when I went to negotiate with him over the 1956 Edinburgh Festival, my first as its director. He had had an operation on one foot and was in bed with a massive basket over his leg. I had already invited him to give the opening concerts of the Festival and he had accepted. But because the Festival was the tenth I had also asked Sir Arthur Bliss, then Master of the Queen’s Music, to write a short, celebratory piece to mark the occasion, and to conduct it. Then it occurred to me that Sir Arthur deserved a better showing, indeed a half-concert – half, though, of one of Sir Thomas’s. My mission was a delicate one.
 

         Sir Thomas was in an expansive mood. ‘All festivals are a kind of jollification,’ he remarked, adding that Salzburg was ‘a pleasing bazaar’. When I had his attention, I explained my errand: would he generously surrender half of one of his five concerts to Sir Arthur, who was writing a new work for the festival and who was – after all – Master of the Queen’s Music? ‘Will he appear in uniform?’ enquired Sir Thomas.

         
 

         I knew that I had got my way, but I was not to be let off too lightly: expatiating on Bliss’s music, he described it as ‘the apotheosis of triviality’. When the concert came, on 20th August, he was on his mettle. He arrived during the first half while Sir Arthur was conducting his Violin Concerto (with Campoli) and, instead of going quietly to the green-room, he made his way to the door onto the Usher Hall platform. This, to my consternation, he opened and, in a piercing whisper clearly audible to the back desks of the first violins, enquired, ‘Is this thing still going on?’ In the second half of the concert he gave a performance of Brahms’s Second Symphony so blazingly warm and committed that all memory of Bliss’s contribution was, regrettably, obliterated. 

         
 

         The previous evening he had conducted an effective, but somewhat idiosyncratic, performance of the Choral Symphony. This was not in fact the work originally agreed. I had persuaded him to conduct the Missa Solemnis at the opening concert of the Festival, but when the Free Church of Scotland learned that the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh were to attend the performance of a Catholic mass, on the Lord’s Day, in Scotland’s capital, they made such a tremendous rumpus that the Festival Society felt obliged to back down: hence the Choral Symphony which, The Times pointed out next day, is a pagan work. After the performance I took Sir Thomas up to the Grand Tier to meet the Queen. This was a hazardous expedition because Lady Beecham was clearly not well. However, Sir Thomas tucked her under his arm and supported her up the stairs into the Royal presence where she just managed an acceptable curtsey. (I was reminded of the story of a wayward performance she had given – she was the pianist, Betty Humby – of the Delius Concerto. At the interval, Sir Thomas had observed the removal men preparing to take away the piano. He addressed them, ‘I should leave that thing alone if I were you; it will probably slink off on its own.’)1

         
 

         Sir Thomas’s remaining programmes included one in which Strauss’s Don Quixote was followed by Harold in Italy, a glorious pairing. The others featured a number of his specialities: the Sixth Symphonies of Schubert and Sibelius, the First of Balakirev, Delius’s In a Summer Garden and his own Suite from Grétry’s Zémire et Azor. Encores excepted, the last work he conducted at the Edinburgh Festival (on 24th August 1956) was, aptly, Berlioz’s overture Waverley. In 1948 he had voiced the opinion that ‘the people of Scotland are damned fools to throw away £60,000 on a musical festival,’ but the following year, appearing himself at the Festival, he had eaten his words. He was the ideal Festival artist – a superb performer in every sense and a gift for the press. Cecil Smith, music critic of the Daily Express, described his performance of Sibelius’s Sixth as ‘a mountain bringing forth a mouse’. Next morning, at the daily press conference, Sir Thomas stormed into the press bureau bellowing, ‘Is there a Mr Smith here? I have something to say to Mr Smith.’

         
 

         At a similar press conference not long before, The Times’s music critic, Frank Howes, had said to me, ‘You can take your Toscaninis. Beecham has a more intense genius than any of these other great ones.’ And if I were to be allowed to enjoy the miraculous reincarnation of just two

          conductors whom I had once heard, my choice would fall, unhesitatingly, on Furtwängler – and Thomas Beecham.

          
 

          

          

         John Pritchard
 

         John Pritchard’s first appearance at the Edinburgh Festival was in 1952 when he stood in for Ernest Ansermet and, with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, gave a distinctly odd programme: Schumann’s Manfred Overture, Rawsthorne’s Second Piano Concerto and Mozart’s Twenty-third (the A Major, K488), both with Clifford Curzon, and Debussy’s La Mer. Pritchard’s accompaniments were faultless.

         
 

         

            *   *   *   *   *


         
 

         John Pritchard – ‘JP’ to his colleagues – had a phenomenal musical talent: he was once observed, at rehearsal, conducting the orchestra with one hand while, with the other, correcting the urgently needed score of some quite different work.
 

         Born in London in 1921, he studied with his father, an orchestral violinist, and with a variety of teachers. In his teens he visited Italy regularly to listen to opera. At twenty-two he took over the Derby String Orchestra and, four years later, when Glyndebourne fully reestablished itself, he joined as a répétiteur. After two years he was made chorus master and by 1951 he was sharing with Fritz Busch Figaro, Così and Don Giovanni at Glyndebourne and Don Giovanni at the Edinburgh Festival.

         
 

         His main orchestral opportunity came in 1952 when, with Beecham and Gui, he appeared at the Festival with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra. Not everything he did was equally successful but here, clearly, was a young man of striking gifts. He had already been appointed to the Jacques String Orchestra and international recognition came his way with an invitation to work at the Vienna State Opera during the 1952-3 season. His debut at Covent Garden also came in 1952. He was to conduct there, on and off, for many years and to premiere Britten’s Gloriana and Tippett’s The Midsummer Marriage.

         
 

         At the Vienna State Opera he caught the attention of the Vienna Symphony Orchestra, with whom he worked between 1953 and 1955, and of the Berlin Festival. Meanwhile, he was safely anchored at Glyndebourne. He had assumed Idomeneo from Busch in 1952 and the next year he conducted the second version of Richard Strauss’s Ariadne auf Naxos in his own right. These two productions he took to the Edinburgh Festival in 1953 and 1954 respectively. 

         
 

         Meanwhile, Pritchard’s concert career was developing fast and in 1956 the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra had the perspicacity to appoint him their principal conductor. It is doubtful if they knew what they were taking on for, within a year, Pritchard had launched the Musica Viva series which was to establish him as a modern music man as well as a Mozartian. The concerts were introduced, examples were played, the works performed and the audience then invited to join a discussion of them. (This formula is re-invented every so often, but it was Pritchard who imported it into the UK.)
 

         During the first season, 1957-8, the British composers were Peter Racine Fricker, Alun Hoddinott and Robert Simpson, the foreigners Berg, Boris Blacher, Luigi Dallapiccola, Karl Amadeus Hartmann, Rolf Liebermann, Milhaud, Henze, Schoenberg and Ernst Toch. Four further seasons followed, which itself suggests the concerts were successful, and these offered works by, among others, Iain Hamilton, Humphrey Searle, Peter Maxwell Davies and Elisabeth Lutyens – the natives – and Stravinsky, Carter, Bartók, Messiaen, Roger Sessions, Webern and Penderecki.
 

         Pritchard conducted virtually everything, and certain concerts he took to London. It was an enterprise of which he remained rightly proud. Nevertheless, it was probably not the main reason for the London Philharmonic’s invitation to become their musical director, a post he held between 1962 and 1966. Then, as now, London orchestras could not afford such experiments. But Pritchard’s time with the LPO was characterized by interesting programmes and high standards.
 

         In 1963 Pritchard had accepted the oddly titled post of music counsellor at Glyndebourne. To this was added, in 1968, that of principal conductor. Next year he became musical director, tout court. He presided at Glyndebourne for eight years during which the repertoire was enriched by the inclusion of works by Cavalli and Monteverdi, Tchaikovsky, Janáček, Strauss, Poulenc and Nicholas Maw. It was a distinguished era and the short season left Pritchard time for important activities elsewhere.

         
 

         He took the LPO to the Far East in 1969 and to China – the first visit by a Western orchestra – in 1973. His American debut was at the Chicago Lyric Opera in 1969. Next year he took over from the ailing Barbirolli on a Philharmonia tour of Japan. He established a long-term relationship with the San Francisco Opera in 1970 and made his debut at the Met in 1971. His career, very astutely handled by his agent, Basil Horsfield, and by Pritchard himself, was busy and successful. And so it remained: in recent years he held the musical directorships of the Operas of Cologne, Brussels and San Francisco.

         
 

         At the age of sixty-one he was knighted and returned to a leading British post, that of chief conductor of the BBC Symphony Orchestra. He was a gift to the BBC, having the huge repertoire a broadcasting orchestra needs. He gave it the cream of his experience, from Haydn and Mozart to Henze and Maxwell Davies. Out of the blue he produced a superlative Shostakovich Eleven and nobody at the First Night of the 1983 Proms will forget his Berlioz, the Symphonie funèbre et Triomphale.

         
 

         John Pritchard’s range was astonishing and I, for one, never heard him do a single ugly thing. His Mozart was as good as you could find anywhere: Daniel Barenboim once told me his Don Giovanni was the best he had ever heard. His Strauss was superbly idiomatic. To early Verdi, Donizetti and Bellini he brought a special Italianate warmth and ease. You could hear both Busch and Beecham in him. Yet, for all his musicality, his popularity among musicians and his self-evident success, he was never accorded that intangible but unmistakable public acclaim that envelops the mega-star maestro. He knew this. Over lunch, when I offered him the BBC job, he said, ‘You know, I won’t bring you a lot of critical success.’ That did not matter to me – and I do not think it mattered to him. But the music did matter (notwithstanding the days when he seemed out of sorts to the point of indolence), and he could be extraordinarily stubborn when professional principles were at stake.

         
 

         Apparently quite imperturbable, his readily imitable (and much imitated) manner of speech – bland, almost epicene – concealed a tough professionalism. He survived curious accidents: a car smash near Glyndebourne, electrocution in the pit of the Paris Opéra, imminent peritonitis at a Festival Hall concert. The performance always went on.
 

         Privately, he was witty and well informed. He had a world-wide network of acquaintance. To his close friends he was loyal and very generous. ‘Good food and wine’ are cited as his principal hobby in Who’s Who and sometimes this fact was self-evident. Indeed, the struggle to lose weight to the point at which a hip-replacement joint became possible was so protracted that the good hip began to suffer. JP regarded this problem with wry, self-deprecating detachment, the same quality which caused him a rueful smile when the Promenaders unkindly shouted, ‘Squelch!’ as he took his seat at the harpsichord for an early Haydn symphony.

         
 

         He once said that he had taken care never to give all of his affection to any one individual. Perhaps a similar absence of absolutely single-minded commitment in his professional life robbed him of the most obviously glittering prizes.

         
 

         The Independent, 6th December 1989

         
 

         Paul Sacher
 

         Paul Sacher’s munificence as patron was unique in the twentieth century – and his hospitality was lavish. The rather dry Swissness of his character belied both attributes.
 

         

            *   *   *   *   *


         
 

         Because Paul Sacher married a woman of immense wealth, it was sometimes assumed that, as a conductor, he was just a gifted dilettante. This was certainly not the case: he had been a pupil of Weingartner. Moreover, he had formed his own orchestra, the Basel Chamber Orchestra, at the age of twenty and had made his London debut in 1938, conducting a concert for the International Society for Contemporary Music. It was not until 1954, though, that he appeared at Glyndebourne, where I first met him during rehearsals for Stravinsky’s The Rake’s Progress. The neo-classical idiom of the music which, though unmistakably Stravinskian (as was every note that Stravinsky wrote), embodied equally unmistakable evocations of Mozart, seemed particularly to suit Sacher’s own musical inclinations. (He was to conduct Die Entführung and Die Zauberflöte at Glyndebourne not long afterwards.)

         
 

         Enchanted by The Rake’s Progress, I also warmed to its conductor and an acquaintance persisted casually until, in 1970, I persuaded Alex Gibson that we should invite him, with Rostropovich as his soloist, to appear with the Scottish National Orchestra in Britten’s Cello Symphony, then a relatively new work. The performances took place in Edinburgh and Glasgow on 23rd and 24th October. The programme we agreed with Sacher was characteristic: Mozart’s ‘Little’ G Minor Symphony, Haydn’s C Major Cello Concerto, the Britten, and a work by a distinguished compatriot of Sacher’s, Honegger’s Symphonic Movement No.2, Rugby. Rostropovich, whose pupil, Jacqueline du Pré, was already popular with our audiences, had not played with us before but was already on his way to being a legend. Sacher was an unknown quantity The public responded predictably, Edinburgh with some reserve, Glasgow with open-hearted enthusiasm. Sacher, himself innately reserved, went away a happy man, for the Glasgow performance had been full of confidence and energy.

         
 

         We did not meet again till 1974, when the BBC Symphony Orchestra gave a concert in Basel under Pierre Boulez, who was well known to and much admired by Sacher. After the concert we were invited to his home (whence, he told me, Adrian Boult had once chosen to walk the twelve kilometres into Basel late at night). The house, Schönenberg, was full of beautiful objects, expressionist paintings in particular and some sculptures by Sacher’s wife, Maja. The supper was excellent, the occasion easy and informal. At one point Sacher said to me, ‘Please come upstairs. I would like to show you one or two things.’ One of the ‘things’ was the manuscript of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring, complete with the pencilled markings of Pierre Monteux, who had conducted the notorious premiere. Another was the Sachers’ Visitors Book in which, on two facing pages, were a line of music, an inscription and Bartók’s signature, and, opposite, a tiny water-colour sketch and Braque’s. Both thrilled me, but particularly the latter, since I had visited the painter in his Paris studio in 1956. Sacher spoke warmly of both guests, but mostly of Bartók, whose Music for Strings, Percussion and Celeste he had commissioned in 1937 and of which Pierre had conducted a fine performance in Vienna a few days earlier.

         
 

         Sacher was in every way a generous man. In the late 1970s I asked him for a contribution to the work of the Council for Music in Hospitals, of which I was then president, and he responded with a handsome cheque, explaining that it would have been bigger had he not had recently to pay a vast sum for some Stravinsky manuscripts which were an important acquisition for the Paul Sacher Foundation. This collection, housed in a fine house in Basel’s Munsterplatz, is remarkable. Stravinsky apart, it contains manuscripts, scores, sketches and books by, among many others, Webern, Martinů, Maderna, Lutoslawski, Berio, Boulez, Ligeti and Birtwistle, whose Endless Parade he commissioned in 1986. This was one of the last of the astonishing number of works he commissioned, of some of which he conducted the first performance. Strauss (the Metamorphosen), Bartók, Stravinsky, Hindemith, Tippett, Britten, Henze, Carter, Lutoslawski, Berio and several Swiss composers, among them Frank Martin, were all recipients of Sacher’s patronage and during the 1993-4 season the London Mozart Players gave a series of seven concerts on the South Bank each of which featured a Sacher commission, Sacher himself conducting one of them at the age of eighty-seven. He seemed unchanged, undemonstrative, but clear, assured and authoritative. 

         
 

         Carlo Maria Giulini
 

         Carlo Maria Giulini was more at home in Verdi’s Requiem (of which he gave several performances at the Edinburgh Festival) than in the composer’s Falstaff, whose Glyndebourne production he brought to Edinburgh in 1955. He was, I suppose, too serious a man perfectly to understand the mercurial wit which Verdi brought to one of Shakespeare’s richest characterizations. But his Requiem was stupendous.

         
 

         

            *   *   *   *   *


         
 

         The name seems to signify the man: patrician, elegant, devout. The man himself was charismatic, almost saintly (Walter Legge used teasingly to call him ‘St Sebastian’). When you met him you were in the presence of a personality both grand and self-deprecating. When you heard him – except perhaps towards the end of his career – there was no doubt that here was a great conductor.
 

         Carlo Maria Giulini was born in Barletta, on the southern Adriatic coast of Italy, in 1914. At the end of the First World War, he was taken to live in the South Tyrol (formerly Austrian) and as he grew up he learned the language of Austria and absorbed its musical traditions so that when, in the 1970s, he became principal conductor of the Vienna Symphony Orchestra he did not feel a foreigner. His formal training, however, began in Rome where, initially, he studied violin, viola and composition at the Conservatorio di Santa Cecilia. Conducting, under Bernardino Molinari, came later. Indeed his professional career began as a viola-player in the Augusteo Orchestra, with whom he played under Richard Strauss, Henry Wood, Wilhelm Furtwängler Bruno Walter, Victor de Sabata and Otto Klemperer.
 

         It was with the same orchestra that he made his conducting debut at a concert to celebrate the liberation of Rome in 1944. The programme included one of the Brahms symphonies – probably the Fourth, which he later said was the first ‘great’ work he conducted. ‘Brahms took possession of me with the most irresistible prepotenza.’ Later the same year he was made music director of Italian Radio, an appointment which in retrospect looks surprising, for radio conductors need a very large repertoire. Nevertheless, it was at the Radio that he started to conduct opera, broadcasting works by Scarlatti, Malipiero and others. His reputation began to grow and he received invitations from other centres. One such came from Venice, where the Earl of Harewood heard him and was unimpressed. Malipiero, who was also present, explained, ‘He was listening to the orchestra and not letting the music flow. It will be different tomorrow.’ (Perhaps La Fenice’s bone-dry concert acoustics had something to do with it.)

         
 

         In any case Giulini was on his way. His public opera début came in La Traviata at Bergamo in 1950. In the same year he created the Milan Radio Orchestra, soon broadcasting Haydn’s Il Mondo della Luna –  which caught the ear of de Sabata and Arturo Toscanini at La Scala. As a result he made his début there during the 1951-2 season. He was to succeed de Sabata in 1953. Meanwhile, he visited Prague and was deeply impressed by a particular quality he found in Czech music, ‘this mixture of violent rhythms and of morbidezza, of tenerezza and tristezza’.

         
 

         At La Scala he performed L’Incoronazione di Poppea (in Ghedini’s version: he was no purist), Duke Bluebeard’s Castle and Les Noces; he worked with Callas in Alceste and La Traviata; he began to be associated with Luchino Visconti and Franco Zeffirelli. He guested successfully at Aix, the Maggio Musicale and the Holland Festival. In 1955 Glyndebourne invited him to replace Vittorio Gui, who was unwell, in Falstaff at the Edinburgh Festival. It was a triumphant British début for Giulini and it led, within three years, to the start of his association with the Philharmonia and, memorably, to Visconti’s production of Don Carlos at the Royal Opera House in 1958. Lord Harewood, who with David Webster had put the production together, was later to write that it established Giulini ‘as the leading conductor of Italian opera anywhere’. Webster is said to have declared that he had ‘found Toscanini again’.

         
 

         In the meantime Giulini’s international career was burgeoning. He first conducted the Chicago Symphony, with whom he was to have a long and satisfying relationship, in 1955. He began to be in demand by all the great orchestras. In London, Walter Legge was coaxing him to broaden his orchestral repertoire: he had hitherto played no Bach and little Mozart or Beethoven. In 1958 he gave the first of many performances in Britain of the Verdi Requiem. This was with the Philharmonia. The performance was repeated at the opening concert of the 1960 Edinburgh Festival, where in the 1960s and 1970s he was a regular guest, on two occasions conducting the Requiem twice during the same Festival. Philip Hope-Wallace attended a performance of it in St Paul’s Cathedral in July 1966 and recalled that ‘sitting under the Dome, within a foot of Giulini’s baton arm, the effect on me was stunning, overwhelmingly powerful and affecting’. Giulini also appeared frequently at the Leeds Festival, on one occasion conducting the C Minor Mass of Mozart in memory of the Princess Royal, mother of Lord Harewood, then artistic director of the Festival.

         
 

         In 1967, after giving La Traviata (in Visconti’s production) at the Royal Opera House, he announced that he would for the time being conduct no more opera, a decision which, considering his extraordinary gifts, remains perplexing. Fifteen years were to pass before he returned to the opera house – in Falstaff. Meanwhile, in 1969, he was appointed chief guest conductor of the Chicago Symphony, recording his beloved Brahms Fourth Symphony for Angel after a public performance during his first season there. Later he was to record the Ninth Symphonies of Bruckner and Mahler and Dvořák’s last two symphonies with the same orchestra. In 1971, with Georg Solti, he appeared with it at the Edinburgh Festival. Two years later he became Principal Conductor of the Vienna Symphony Orchestra, a post he held for three years. It is well known that he did not find Viennese musical politics congenial.

         
 

         Since 1958 he had been a regular, if not frequent, guest with the Philharmonia (and New Philharmonia). In the earlier years, his repertoire, never very large, was surprisingly varied. Ravel’s Mother Goose Suite (a favourite of his), Debussy’s La Mer and Three Nocturnes, Franck’s Symphony and Psyché et Eros, Stravinsky’s Firebird Suite, Berlioz’s Romeo and Juliet (the suite) and Nuits d’Été, Mussorgsky’s Pictures occurred in his programmes, along with certain Italians – Vivaldi, Rossini, Cherubini, Respighi, Casella, Petrassi. He was persuaded to do some Britten and, with the composer, conducted the War Requiem (in 1969). Les Illuminations, the Serenade and the first performance of the overture The Building of the House followed. (In the early 1960s he had conducted Wilfred Josephs’ Requiem at La Scala). He did some big Romantic symphonies – Dvořák’s Seventh, Tchaikovsky’s Second, Schumann’s Third, Bruckner’s Eighth, Mahler’s First. But he returned again and again to his first and abiding loves – Verdi, Brahms, Beethoven (the Missa Solemnis and the Choral Symphony) and Mozart.

         
 

         In 1982, Giulini returned to opera with a production of Falstaff which originated in Los Angeles, where he was music director of the Philharmonic from 1978 to 1984. This production, subsequently seen in London and Florence, was controversial. He had supervised every aspect of it himself. He talked of ‘stripping away buffo excess’. A Los Angeles critic wrote that ‘the Giulini Falstaff is deficient in charm, wit and whimsy, but there are intelligence, elegance, suavity, profundity’ – conspicuously Giulini’s own musical characteristics. London expectations were on the whole disappointed: the performance was deemed an anticlimax.

         
 

         There is a clue here to the man’s nature. He was a deeply serious artist. As a young man he had conducted a Gershwin programme. ‘I adore Gershwin, I love the music, but I cannot do it’ Similarly, ‘I love and admire Puccini, but I cannot conduct Puccini.’ (De Sabata had tried to persuade him to do La Fanciulla del West.) Though he had titanic physical energy in those long arms and wonderfully expressive hands he was, in general, slower than Toscanini and he did not have (or need) de Sabata’s demonic character. In fact he was closer in style to Furtwängler, though he was delicate in Debussy and Ravel.

         
 

         ‘Sempre cantare’ and ‘Staccato – ma sempre legato’ were two of his quintessential concerns and they are beautifully illustrated in his 1959 recording of Don Giovanni. From the first bars of the overture it is clear that the orchestral sound will be full, rounded and big. Inner parts are always given proper value. Balance is admirable and tempi are, to my mind, virtually ideal – the slow ones never ponderous, the quick ones never rushed. Giulini had a fine, if not absolutely ideal, cast (Walter Legge saw to that) and with the exception of Giuseppe Taddei’s occasionally wobbly Leporello he gets highly accomplished singing from Eberhard Wächter (Don), Joan Sutherland (Anna), Elisabeth Schwarzkopf (Elvira), Graziella Sciutti (Zerlina), Luigi Alva (Ottavio), Gottlob Frick (Commendatore) and Piero Cappuccilli (Masetto). Indeed, the singing is sometimes simply too beautiful. ‘Là ci darem’ is more bland than erotic, while Sutherland’s recitatives are so smooth and quick that they often lack dramatic point. To what extent this is due to the fact that the performance was a studio creation and had not derived from a stage production, to Legge’s no doubt firmly expressed wishes, or to Giulini’s own obsession with legato it is hard to say. Either way – though now in one sense ‘old-fashioned’ – the set gives, and deserves always to give, enormous pleasure.

         
 

         Giulini was a compassionate and exceptionally courteous man. At Edinburgh in 1955 he told me of Furtwängler’s growing deafness and his distress, on behalf of a colleague, was palpable and touching. In February 1980,1 visited him in Milan, with a Swedish colleague, on behalf of the European Broadcasting Union. He was solicitous, coming to the door himself and leading us on a stately walk to a favourite restaurant (a modest one) where he was clearly adored. He made us feel we had done him a favour; whereas he had undertaken to broadcast, live from Los Angeles, a programme comprising Webern’s Six Pieces, Berg’s Violin Concerto (with Itzhak Perlman) and Bruckner’s Ninth Symphony. The concert was heard throughout Europe on 8th November 1982. It was very fine.

         
 

         A private man (it is said that it was part of his Los Angeles contract that he would never have to attend post-concert parties or to meet the blue-rinsed ladies’ committees) he was deeply troubled, from 1982, by the illness and eventual death in 1995 of his wife, Marcella, to whom he was wholly devoted. She was a gifted painter and had organized his life. Partly paralysed by a stroke, she increasingly needed his presence and there came a stage when he would not leave Europe and insisted on being at home for two weeks between engagements. I think it is to this prolonged anxiety that one must attribute a certain loss of energy, of fire, in his later performances. Always a thinking musician, he had, when younger, combined and ideally balanced the physical with the cerebral. Latterly, the physical element was diminished and the performances, though never lightweight, were sometimes pedestrian.
 

         So it is by those blazing earlier concerts and opera performances – notably the Verdi Requiem and Don Carlos – that we should now remember him; and for the nobility of his character.

         
 

         The Independent, 16th June 2005

         
 

         Rafael Kubelík
 

         I wish I had known Rafael Kubelík better: he was an extraordinarily nice man, indeed rather too nice for his own good. He came to Edinburgh with the Philharmonia Orchestra in 1957, giving us Dvořák’s Symphonic Variations, Martinů’s Fourth Piano Concerto (with Rudolf Firkušný) and Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. The concert was memorably idiomatic.

         
 

         

            *   *   *   *   *


         
 

         Rafael Kubelík, the Czech conductor, was in every way a big man: tall and robust in physique, he was the most generous of human beings and he inspired devoted affection among his friends and colleagues.
 

         The son of the violinist Jan Kubelík, he was born in Bychory, in Bohemia, in 1914. As a student at the Prague Conservatoire, he made his début with the Czech Philharmonic at the age of twenty, being appointed its principal conductor in 1936. In this capacity he appeared in London in 1937 (and Henry Wood noted that he was not yet to be compared with the great Václav Talich). From 1939 to 1941 he was director of the Brno Opera, where he began to explore Janáček and where he pioneered Berlioz’s The Trojans – an amazingly original undertaking.

         
 

         He then returned to the Czech Philharmonic, with whom he made such a reputation that in 1946 he was a guest with the BBC Symphony Orchestra – at the People’s Palace (where Janáček’s Sinfonietta had to be replaced with Dvořák’s Seventh Symphony because the BBC had not budgeted for the extra trumpets) and in the studio. An internal BBC memo noted that he only needed ‘a little more poise’ to establish himself as an international star.

         
 

         In 1948 Czechoslovakia turned Communist and Kubelík left, taking up residence in London. This was convenient because Glyndebourne had invited him to conduct Don Giovanni at the Edinburgh Festival that summer. (He was the first Glyndebourne conductor to use a harpsichord as continuo, Fritz Busch having always preferred the piano.) The performance, made unforgettable by Ljuba Welitsch’s riveting Donna Anna, was richly romantic and it so greatly enhanced Kubelík’s reputation that, next year, he was approached as a possible successor to Adrian Boult – who was to be retired at sixty – with the BBC Symphony Orchestra.

         
 

         A rival offer from the Chicago Symphony, however (and his wife’s preference for the United States to England), took him to Chicago, where he was musical director for three seasons, 1950-3. Though he premiered Roy Harris’s Seventh Symphony among other works, his repertoire was thought to be unduly narrow, and he perhaps lacked the ‘brilliance’ by which that orchestra liked to identify itself.
 

         The next landmark in his career came in 1954, at Sadler’s Wells, when he revived Katya Kabanová, which Charles Mackerras had introduced three years earlier. The revival was a triumph and it was no doubt the main reason why, a year later, he was appointed musical director at Covent Garden.

         
 

         At the Royal Opera House an introductory Bartered Bride (1955) led to Otello the same year, Jenůfa (1956) and The Trojans – which John Gielgud directed – in 1957, when he also appeared with the Philharmonia Orchestra at the Edinburgh Festival. But the Covent Garden years were not to be happy ones. Fiercely loyal to the principle of ‘opera in English’, to the native singers in his company and to the idea of a national ensemble, Kubelík was unwillingly involved in operatic politics. Attacked by, among others, Thomas Beecham, he characteristically and unwisely offered to resign (in a letter to The Times) ‘since I do not want to be in the way as a foreigner’. His resignation was rejected, but a disappointing Die Meistersinger (a work he was gloriously to record in Munich in 1967) set the seal upon his future and he left Covent Garden in 1958.

         
 

         George Harewood, then working at the Opera House, wrote of ‘his ability to give unstintingly to colleagues, company, audience and above all to the music’, and spoke of Kubelík’s three years there as ‘the best of my life’.
 

         Between 1958 and 1961, when he was appointed to the Bavarian Radio Symphony Orchestra, Kubelík was a guest with many great orchestras, the Vienna and Israel Philharmonic among them. In Munich, Die Meistersinger apart, he recorded a complete Mahler cycle and worked often with Fischer-Dieskau – in Mahler songs, Franck’s Les Béatitudes and Debussy’s Pelléas. Together, too, they went to Milan to record Rigoletto. Elsewhere, as a guest, he offered Dvořák, whose complete symphonies he recorded with the Berlin Philharmonic, Smetana and Janáček, as well as the Schumann symphonies, Hindemith, Schoenberg (the concertos), Bartók and some Britten.

         
 

         In 1971, Göran Gentele, Rudolf Bing’s successor at the Metropolitan Opera, New York, invited Kubelík to become its first musical director. The two men had a similar vision of what could be done at the Met and Kubelík, perhaps anticipating a more sympathetic – and less xenophobic – attitude from the press than he had encountered at Covent Garden, accepted the invitation, though Klemperer, whom he had consulted in Switzerland (where both now lived), advised against. But Gentele was killed in a car crash in Sardinia in July 1972, a few weeks before their first season was due to open. So the partnership was dissolved and Kubelík, though he was to guest at the Met, returned to Europe.
 

         Walter Legge, on hearing of his appointment, had written that ‘much as I like Kubelík, I doubt if he knows his way about the repertoire…or has a firm enough way with him to get the desired and necessary results’: a judgement characteristically negative but not without a grain of truth.
 

         From 1972 Kubelík’s career began to fade, though he worked here and there as a distinguished guest. He conducted the Otto Klemperer Memorial Concert at the Royal Albert Hall in January 1974 and he appeared at the Lucerne Festival, conducting his own Sequenzen, the following year. At the Prague Spring in 1990 he returned to Czechoslovakia, conducting an unforgettable performance of Smetana’s Vltava at the opening concert of the festival, an occasion celebrating the collapse of the Soviet Union’s hegemony over Eastern Europe. Thereafter he visited Prague from time to time, but only as a listener, for he was beginning to be ill and, for the sake of a warm climate, was spending some of his time in Florida.

         
 

         Kubelík was twice married, first to the violinist Ludmila Bertlova, then in 1963 to the Australian soprano Elsie Morison, a member of the Covent Garden company during his regime there, who had sung for Glyndebourne at the Edinburgh Festival in 1953. They were a devoted couple.
 

         Rafael Kubelík was the composer of two operas – Veronika given at Brno in 1947, and Cornelia Faroli, heard at Augsburg in 1972 – three requiems, various concertos, and a choral symphony. But he will be chiefly remembered as a magnificent interpreter of Dvořák, Smetana, Janáček and Martinů, and of late Romantic music – Wagner and Mahler in particular. He was a man of shining musical and personal integrity, perhaps ill-equipped for the cut and thrust of musical politics. He tended to wear his heart on his sleeve and was all the more loved for doing so.

         
 

         Adrian Boult, a much more charitable man than Walter Legge, wrote of Kubelík, ‘There is no one I would rather make way for.’
 

         The Independent, 13th August 1996

         
 

         Alexander Gibson
 

         I owe a very great deal to Alexander Gibson, who coaxed me to Glasgow to manage the Scottish National Orchestra in 1964 and who taught me most of what I know about the psychology of orchestral musicians and their relationship with conductors. We first met when, newly appointed, he brought his orchestra to the Edinburgh Festival in 1959. Our friendship lasted until his death in 1994.
 

         

            *   *   *   *   *


         
 

         Alexander Gibson played nightingale in the performance of Haydn’s Toy Symphony, which I conducted on the last day of my last Edinburgh Festival, 10th September 1960. Three years later he called on me in London (where I was working, unrewardingly, for the Independent Television Authority) and discreetly suggested that I might be interested in joining him in Scotland as the SNO’s chief executive. I was flattered – but undecided; Glasgow seemed remote, uncouth, grimy. I had seldom been there and knew almost nothing about its considerable cultural resources, though I was well aware of the marked improvement in the SNO’s standards which Alex had brought about since his appointment in 1959. In the end, it was his persuasive charm and the promise of scope that won me round. That decision was one of the best I ever made. Alex and his adorable wife, Veronica – ‘V’ to her many friends – were the hospitable hub of a circle (large enough not to be cliquey) of musicians, art-historians, lawyers, dons, journalists and broadcasters. A Sassenach administrator, albeit with Scottish connections, I was made immediately and warmly welcome when I began work in the spring of 1964. And it was Alex who unobtrusively steered me through the unfamiliar shoals of orchestral administration. His musicianship was pure bonus.

         
 

         ‘I had facility,’ he once told me. He meant it not boastfully, but almost apologetically: he was acknowledging an advantage which made things rather easier for him than for some of his colleagues. But he was certainly not facile. Instinctive, yes. And his instincts, always musical, were reinforced by serious study and a natural mastery of large-scale works. I think of The Trojans, The Ring and Mahler’s Eighth Symphony in particular.

         
 

         With facility went an extraordinary capacity for hard work. As the supremo of an opera company and a symphony orchestra he inevitably found that some of his energy had to be spent on planning, fundraising, politics. He was gifted in all these fields and was a very persuasive diplomat in the board-room of a potential sponsor. His status, charm and sheer intelligence made him formidable. There were of course times when fatigue, or anxiety, brought out an irascible streak in him. Then he showed a pale, boot-faced look which I soon learned to recognise; it was best to keep a low profile until colour returned and the sun shone again, which it soon did. There were also times when he seemed – no, was – ill-prepared, as though learning his scores at rehearsal. I cannot explain this weakness, for Alex was the least lazy man I ever knew. Perhaps it was a reluctance to commit himself to a considered musical statement which inhibited him, just as, in non-musical matters, he was sometimes circumspect to the point of inertia where decision-making was concerned.

         
 

         In this respect he was hypersensitive. I remember him phoning me one day and suggesting a walk at the Queen’s View. Now this was very odd, for Alex rarely walked anywhere and I guessed he needed to discuss some mutual problem: perhaps I had unwittingly offended him. In any case, we toiled up the hill to the View. We admired it. We idled down. We returned to Glasgow. We sat in his garden – and still nothing was said. Eventually, some three hours after our initial meeting, he managed to broach the issue which lay between us. What it was I don’t remember, but it had cost him dear in time and psychological effort.

         
 

         Alex was a born performer; he could turn an apparently unpromising concert into an exhilarating success. Audiences adored him, as did the junior staff he encountered in opera-houses, concert-halls, colleges of music, hotels, restaurants and shops. ‘You could die of thirst in this pub,’ he would say if unreasonably kept waiting; but the rebuke was delivered with such charm that the barman was likely to be a friend for life. He was a gifted raconteur and a splendid mimic, Barbirolli being the most precise and the most affectionate of his portrayals. After an arduous programme-planning session there was nothing more entertaining than small-talk with Alex in some agreeable bar, often The Buttery in Argyll Street, or in his own home.
 

         The eight years I spent in Glasgow were, without any doubt, the most satisfying of my career. This was essentially due to Alex. He motivated me to the point of inspiration. His ambition was rooted in an idealistic dedication to high standards – so Boult and Horenstein and Kletzki and Barbirolli were among our guests. He wanted the best soloists – so Janet Baker and Jacqueline du Pré, and Barenboim, Brendel, Curzon, Ogdon were ‘regulars’. With Scottish Opera, Baker (memorable in The Trojans and Così), Elizabeth Harwood, David Ward, Geraint Evans were pre-eminent among a galaxy of fine singers. They came because of Alex’s status, his professionalism and his musicianship: he was a superb accompanist.

         
 

         After I joined the BBC in 1972, I naturally saw less of Alex, but I invited him to the Proms most years between 1974 and 1984 and his contributions were invaluably diverse: he contributed Haydn, Mozart, Schubert, Brahms, Sibelius, Rachmaninoff and Nielsen symphonies; vocal works by Berlioz, Verdi (Falstaff), Wolf and Elgar (Gerontius); and contemporary music by three Scots – Iain Hamilton, Thea Musgrave, Martin Dalby – and two English: Goehr and Birtwistle. This was all true Proms material.

         
 

         Alex was by no mean a voluminous correspondent, but not much more than a year before he died I had a long letter from him, described, in it, as ‘a few lines from your old (your very old) friend and collaborator’. I had sent him photographs of Strauss, Mengelberg and Toscanini rehearsing in the Musikverein, Vienna, along with a photograph I had taken (from much the same viewpoint) of him rehearsing there in 1967. He was grateful, of course, but, because I was then working for the Musicians Benevolent Fund, he was full of the success of a concert he had conducted to mark the seventy-fifth birthday of the Scottish Musicians Benevolent Fund. This had involved four orchestras, the Royal Scottish National Orchestra, the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra, the Scottish Chamber Orchestra and the orchestra of Scottish Opera, which had been amalgamated into one huge band and had raised £35,000 for the SMBF. This amazing event had more or less coincided with the publication of Conrad Wilson’s biography, Alex, which had given him ‘a very curious feeling’: he could not get used to ‘the idea of somebody writing a whole book’ about him. But, characteristically, he was looking ahead – to a new production of Tosca at the ENO’.

         
 

         It was soon after the run of Tosca that he died, not in his own country but in London, which he had left thirty-six years before. His death was wholly unexpected and, for once, he was alone: a melancholy death for such a sociable being with so many friends in the music profession.

         
 

         Rudolf Kempe
 

         One of the string principals of the BBC Symphony Orchestra once told me that, at rehearsal, Kempe had made a mistake, giving a wrong lead to the section in question. At the concert he gave the right lead – and a collusive wink. He was that sort of conductor: the players were his collaborators. And he rarely made mistakes. I first heard him in Strauss’s Arabella at Covent Garden in 1953.

         
 

         

            *   *   *   *   *


         
 

         When, on 6th July 1980, Charles Groves conducted the Verdi Requiem at the Royal Opera House in memory of Rudolf Kempe, the composite orchestra contained the elite of London’s players, among them Raymond Cohen, Eli Goren, Frederick Riddle, Christopher van Kampen, Janet Craxton, Alan Civil and John Wilbraham. Such was the devotion that Kempe inspired among his instrumental colleagues. He had died on 12th May 1976, having recently assumed the chief conductorship of the BBC Symphony Orchestra. He would have conducted six Proms that year and his death, at the age of sixty-five, was a body blow to the orchestra.
 

         Born on 14th June 1910, Kempe was a Saxon; he studied at the Dresden Musikhochschule. His conducting debut was at the Leipzig Opera in 1935 and, after military service, he was appointed music director of the Chemnitz Opera. He was promoted to the Dresden Opera in 1949 and to the Bavarian State Opera, where he was Solti’s successor, in 1952.

         
 

         I had first heard him in 1953 when he brought the company to Covent Garden. His Arabella was memorable for its luminous clarity and rhythmic strength. He was soon engaged for Covent Garden itself and I heard his Salome later the same year when it was clear that he had absorbed Strauss’s own by no means ironic advice to ‘conduct my Salome and Elektra as if they were by Mendelssohn – fairy music’. Until 1960 he was a regular guest at the Garden, giving more Strauss, and in due course no fewer than ten Ring cycles. In 1956, my first Edinburgh Festival, he had opened the Hamburg State Opera’s season with Die Zauberflöte, a performance I had to miss because Beecham – who was to name Kempe as his preferred successor with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra – was exercising my diplomatic skills at the Usher Hall. But a later performance easily persuaded me to bring him back to the Festival, for concerts, in 1959.

         
 

         By this time he had been offered, but had turned down, the music directorship at Covent Garden. But the RPO, happy to endorse Beecham’s benediction, appointed him their principal conductor in 1961.
 

         Coming to the BBC in 1972, I needed to find a successor to Pierre Boulez. I had my eye on a triumvirate: Kempe as principal, Boulez and Colin Davis as official guests. It seemed Kempe might consider a move and I met him regularly in 1973 and 1974. Eventually a contract was concluded. Kempe’s agent was the astute and honourable Howard Hartog, who negotiated a very advantageous agreement. The price he paid, he told me, was that of long, brisk walks in Hyde Park when the portly Hartog had to keep pace with his slim and energetic artist.
 

         Kempe began his BBC regime at the start of the 1975-6 season. He opened it with Haydn’s London Symphony and Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde, but when he returned in February he was clearly unwell, though poor health did not affect his music-making. The last work he conducted for the BBC was a glorious Brahms Fourth. We did not see him again and his death came as a cruel shock because I could get no news of him during those last months. In my diary, on the day when word reached me, I noted that ‘though I admired the musician, I hardly knew the man at all.’

         
 

         He was a very private and a very simple person. Once, when I visited him in Munich, he did not appear immediately and, when he did, he explained that he had been repairing his model railway, which filled a large attic room. And he was immensely gifted. At eighteen he had been appointed principal oboe of the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra; he was a very good pianist and had studied the violin – so he was ideally equipped. In rehearsal he talked little, but built up his conception of the music by adding cumulative detail. His left hand was very eloquent and his stick technique (he used a long baton) was immaculate. He rarely raised his voice and was never flustered; Fischer-Dieskau, after a stressful recording of Lohengrin, reported that Kempe ‘stood there like a rock, quiet and kind.’ As to repertoire, he recorded nothing later than Britten’s Sinfonia da Requiem and was reluctant to undertake much contemporary music; but he once flummoxed me by offering to perform a work by Francis Burt, of whom I was then ignorant. So we compromised: he agreed to do Tippett’s Concerto for Double String Orchestra, but he did not press me to sanction a ‘comic’ concert which I feared might fall short, in dotty but inspired wit, of Hoffnung’s unique interplanetary galas.

         
 

         Rudolf Kempe was a man after my own heart: modest to a fault but, as an interpreter, completely authoritative. Always at the service of the music, to which he brought a radiant clarity, he once wrote, ‘One must not search, one must find. Searching implies conscious manipulation. Finding is the result of devotion to a composer and his music.’ It was this devotion which the BBCSO found so winning. More than two years were to elapse before a worthy successor, Gennadi Rozhdestvensky, could be engaged.
 

         BBC Music Magazine, September 2000

         
 

         Jascha Horenstein
 

         Though ten years younger than Adrian Boult, Jascha Horenstein had also studied with Arthur Nikisch and, like Boult and Kempe, he used a long stick: his beat was broad and very clear. The first work I heard him conduct was Mozart’s Prague Symphony (1964), the last Bruckner’s Fourth (1968), the latter particularly idiomatic.

         
 

         

            *   *   *   *   *


         
 

         When Alexander Gibson invited me to join him in Glasgow as general manager of the Scottish National Orchestra, he was offering me (I was later to discover) eight years of unforgettable musical enrichment. In those enlightened 1960s (we are in the dark ages now) the SNO could regularly engage the finest soloists – Argerich, Baker, du Pré, Ogdon, Ashkenazy, Barenboim, Brendel, Curzon, Menuhin, Tortelier among them – and some of the finest conductors. A specially grand guest was the Russian-Austrian conductor Jascha Horenstein, whom I had never met and whose now legendary London performance of the Mahler Eight I had missed. Learning my trade as a manager, I soon picked up allusions to the personality of a musician whose visits were anticipated by the orchestra with a mixture of veneration and alarm: it was unwise to come unprepared to a Horenstein rehearsal. And since his repertoire was unconventional, his concerts called for extra effort. Between 1964 and 1968 Horenstein gave ten programmes in Scotland, taking in Edinburgh, Glasgow, Aberdeen and Dundee. Reluctantly typecast as a Mahler and Bruckner specialist, he offered us works ranging from Mozart to the Argentinian Ginastera, whose Variaciones Concertantes, an effective piece, preceded a Beethoven concerto and Schumann’s Fourth Symphony. On another occasion Schumann’s Third was followed by his Manfred music, with the splendidly ham Michael MacLiammoir as narrator. Horenstein and MacLiammoir were chalk and cheese but the collaboration worked well. A safer work was Mozart’s last piano concerto, the K595, which Barenboim decorated differently on each of the four nights, as the mood took him. Rarities included Verklärte Nacht – Horenstein had attended Schoenberg’s lectures in Vienna – and the Busoni Violin Concerto (with Sam Bor). And, of course, there were Mahler and Bruckner: the Kindertotenlieder, with Janet Baker, and the fourth symphonies of both composers. But, for me, the crowning glory of all Horenstein’s concerts was the Glasgow performance of Bruckner Eight. The setting was not auspicious. Since the burning of the acoustically magnificent St Andrew’s Hall, the SNO had performed in a squalid and badly converted cinema. But the performance was a triumph, wonderfully paced and delivered with a loving authority which I have heard matched only by Günter Wand.

         
 

         During his visits, Horenstein and I ate together regularly. I was mesmerized by his memories of Arthur Nikisch, by whom he was strongly influenced, and of Furtwängler, for whom, at the 1927 ISCM (International Society for Contemporary Music) Festival, he had prepared works by Janáček (who, he said, was ‘very easy-going’), Bartók (who was ‘not very human’) and Nielsen (who was ‘nothing but human’).
 

         Some of his recollections may be heard on the BBC legends release of the Mahler Eight which is preceded by an interview with Alan Blyth. In the interview Horenstein says that Strauss advised him that ‘you should hold your baton at the same height as your eyes so as to force the musicians to look into your eyes.’ Another lesson he had learned from Rachmaninoff: ‘I was the conductor for the Paris premiere of his Fourth Piano Concerto and he was the soloist. It was a great chance for a young man; I had a Beethoven symphony in the second half. The concerto went well, but instead of going to Rachmaninoff’s room to thank and congratulate him I went to my own room to prepare for the Beethoven. The time came and I began. I had not gone far when I noticed a tall, stern figure standing discreetly behind the double basses. It was Rachmaninoff. He had come to hear me when he could have been drinking champagne. And I had not been to thank him! I was mortified.’

         
 

         Horenstein was born in Kiev in 1898, and took American citizenship in the 1940s after the Nazis forced him to leave Germany. His eyes strongly resembled Bartók’s, and he could appear positively baleful; nor did he possess much obvious charm. But Maurice Murphy, then principal trumpet of the BBC Northern Symphony Orchestra where Horenstein regularly guested, penetrated his rather austere exterior, if not without effort: ‘It took me three days to crack him, to make him smile. He was really a nice man.’ On the rostrum his style was four-square (and it irritated Clifford Curzon when he emphatically beat out bars of orchestral silence accompanying the soloist). But William Glock should perform a special penance for describing him as ‘the cultivated butcher’. Cultivated, yes. Just listen to that Mahler. Butcher? I think not. Student of Furtwängler, pupil of Adolf Busch and close friend of Berg, he was of the old school – good-hearted, undemonstrative, modest, a servant of the music. His recordings deserve to be treasured.
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