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A Legendary “‘Village Romeo”
by CHRISTOPHER REDWOOD

Late in 1933 Frederick Delius was elected an honorary Fellow of
the Royal College of Music, and shortly afterwards plans were taken in
hand to produce A Village Romeo and Juliet at the College under Sir
Thomas Beecham's baton the following year. The dates arranged were
27th, 28th and June, and it was hoped that the composer might
be able to come to London to see the production. This, however. was
not to be, for just seventeen days before the first night Delius died at
Grez. So it was that this production came to be a memorial to him. Sir
Thomas made a short speech before the first performance in which he
stressed the need for a right approach to the opera and spoke of the
simplicity and love of nature characteristic of Delius and of their
reflection in his work. After the last performance the Director pre-
sented Sir Thomas with a score of Gotterdammerung, and the conductor
made another speech in whioh he praised the “real beer” and youthful
enthusiasm of the students, both of which he considered uncommon
in operatic performances. For the record, 141 of them had taken part,
and the music had been prepared by Hermann Griinebaum and Constant
Lambert.

Writing up the produotion later in the year. the Royal College of
Music magazine stated:

'Those of us who heard Pelleas and Melisande [sic] at College
some years ago thought that such a beautiful performance could
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scarcely be equalled by any future opera. We were mistaken.
For beauty of setting, intelligent singing, and, above all, for
sensitive orchestral playing, the three evenings given to A4
Village Romeo and Julier reached a high water mark of
achievement...... No detail was overlooked in securing an inter-
pretation ideal in its poetry and intimacy.’

The student who led the orchestra in these performances was Ralph
Nicholson, now well-known as a violinist, composer, conductor and
teacher, and who is now Director of Studies at the Surrey County
Music School. He also has achieved some fame for his Beecham cha-
racatures, and he appeared in the guise of the conductor in a television
Omnibus programme about him. I asked him what he remembered
about working with Beecham,

‘He always treated you like a gentleman’, was the immediate reply.
‘I remember when we were rehearsing he suddenly stopped and said
to me: “Er, Mr. Nicholson, what do you consider the most efficacious
bowing for this particular bar?” Now many young students would have
been thrown into confusion by such a question, and in any case I had
not worked out any particular bowing scheme, but I took care not to
lose my head and said “Well, Sir Thomas, as it’s piano, up-bow at the
point, I think, will get a smoother effect”, or something like that.

“Very well, that’s adopted. Will you put it in the parts, ladies and
gentlemen?”

“There was no real reason why he should have sought my advice
on such a matter, but it was his way of showing the rest of the orches-
tra that he had established rapport with their leader. I never felt
fthat he was the “big chief” or “the tyrant”, but that we were co-
operating together, Later I had to go onto the stage to play some of
the solos associated with the Dark Fiddler — he hadn’t discovered my
name up to that point — and he turned to the sub-principal and asked
“Er, what is the name of the leadah?”

“Mr. Nicholson, Sir Thomas”.

“Er, Mr. Nicholson, you are a little too far away. Will you come
a little nearer so that we can hear what you are playing behind the
scenes?”

So I moved forward and said “Is that all right, Sir Thomas?”

“Yes, that is very good. We have exactly what we want.”

‘That marvellously elegant way of talking to you made you feel
right “up there”, and it was all so much easier, You got that wonderful
feeling that he wasn’t the only person there and that you and he were
working together on this thing.

‘In the close proximity of the theatre at the College, during The
Walk to the Paradise Garden he suddenly did one of his “whoahs” and
swung down and knocked my bow off the string and I stopped playing
for a couple of seconds. He just stroked his beard and smiled and
carried on. In fact I still possess a broken baton which, I think, dates
from the occasion, He either broke it on me or on something else.
Certainly (and this has now become a cliché) he somehow made you play
better than you thought you could — he drew something out of you
and you cdn’t describe what it was except for the word “personality”
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or “inspiration”. He knew how to get the best, even out of a bad
orchestra (not that ours was a bad one).

‘It was just the student orchestra, was it?’ I asked.

‘Oh, yes, he didn’t bring in any professionals. Another thing I re-
member: on the front cover of the first fiddle part, in fact of all the
parts, was a notice saying “NO MARKS OF ANY KIND MUST BE
MADE ON THESE PARTS”, and I could see that all the markings
Beecham wanted had been there before. The previous performance was
more than a decade before and Beecham was obviously the last person
to use them, and he had marked all these parts in blue pencil, right
through the six scenes, and some idiot had rubbed the whole lot out,
so we had to put them all in again. (And incidentally, on that previous
occasion the leader of the orchestra, I was very proud to find out, was
Albert Sammons, He was in the audience at the College, as also was
Delius’s sister Clare.) Now when do you think we put in those markings?
Beecham kept on putting off letting me have the score to do it, and we
had a special rehearsal on the Sunday afternoon before the first per-
formance, which was on the Wednesday. 1 waited in the entrance hall
at College to receive Sir Thomas and get the score from him so that
we could get on with it as soon as possible. He arrived outside the
College in the maroon Daimler which he had bought from the Prince
of Wales, and I looked out and there was Sir Thomas in the back seat
with a large cigar and a straw hat on, just calmly sitting there when
we were expecting him to be rehearsing. Eventually, when he felt his
cigar was short enough, he came out of the car and into the College,
and I said “Could I have the score, Sir Thomas? I want to put the
marks in the parts for the performance next week.”

“I'm very sorry. I haven’t marked the score yet, but I'll let you
have it directly I have,” came the reply. So we rehearsed without his
meticulous direction marks, and at the end he said, “Don’t worry. I'll
let you have it to-morrow.” In the end there was an absolute panic
about how we were going to get those parts marked in time for the
performances. On the Monday night I had an urgent call from College:
“Will you get here at 8 o’clock to-morrow morning with as many people
as possible to mark the parts?” At last they had got the score, and those
many people included Sir Hugh Allen himself (the Director), and a lot
of Professors. We worked as hard as we could but I think out of those
six scenes we only got one completely marked by the time of the
performance, So you just had to be alert and observe what Sir Thomas
was indicating.’

‘Some of those names on the programme are very familiar: Thomas
Hancock (Showman and Third Bareee) was a verv fine singer who died
some years ago; he married Jane Vowles who played Vreli. Roderick
Lloyd (Merry-go-Round Man) was a Welsh tenor with a lovely voice;
Barbara Lane (Wheel-of-Fortune Woman), I often see her. Frederick
Sharp. who played the dark Fiddler on one night, did a lot of opera. He
went to Australia for about twenty years and then sang with the old
Sadler’s Wells company. He then became Director of Opera at the
Birmingham School of Music, and is still a Professor of Singing at the
Royal College. Norman Menzies: T see he played Marti in all three
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performances. He was an Australian who was pretty good. Marjorie
Avis, who played Vreli in the first scene, has only just retired from the
BBC Singers after forty years.” Most celebrated of all, playing the part
of the Poor Horn-player for one night only and singing in the tenor
chorus, was Peter Pears -— a rdéle which he described to me as so
humble that he had no memories of it worth recording! I wonder
whether this was the only time he sang under Beecham?

‘Looking back on these performances,” concluded Ralph Nicholson,
‘I think if 1 had to list the six most thrilling musical events of my life
I’'d put A Village Romeo and Juliet at the top, mainly for the thrill of
working with Beecham. Although I was with Malcolm Sargent for con-
ducting, there were times when Constant Lambert was in charge of
the conducting class, and I remember him saying that the secret of
Beecham’s Delius was that is was always moving; it never got stuck or
slow. So many people wallow in it, and they listen to it, and if you
start listening to music it gets slower. Whereas Beecham’s was always
moving on; you never heard a sluggish performance, always marvellous
rhythm and forward movement. That’s why it was always so alive. He
always drew things out, especially from the woodwind.’

So it was that this student affair, with so much embryonic talent in
its ranks, has gone down in history as one of the great productions of
the opera. Tt will also be recalled that it was after one of these per
formances that Beecham quoted Sir Hugh Allen as saying to him:
“This is the most heartbreaking music in the world.”

FORTHCOMING EVENTS

May 14th-18th,

Delius Festival at Chicago: Ken Russell’s film (May 14th); lecture by
Dr. Eric Fenby (May 16th); concert by the William Ferris Chorale
including Songs of Farewell and the unaccompanied choruses, and with
Violin Sonata No. 3 played by Arnold Roth and Eric Fenby. Further
details from John Vorrasi at P.O. Box 132, La Grange, Illinois 60525.

May 18th at 8 p.m.

At the Ursuline Convent School Hall, The Downs, SW20, choral concert
including the three early Delius part-songs. Tickets £1.50 and £1.
Advance booking 946-3879.

June 9th at 3.30 p.m,
Delius Society AGM and Dinner (7.30) at the Paviours’ Arms, Page
Street, London SW1.

October 12th-14th.

Delius Society weekend at North Walsham, See page 3 for details.
October 13th,

At the Norwich Festival, 4 Mass of Life, sung by Jacqueline Delman,
Norma Proctor, John Mitchinson and Thomas Hemsley, with the Phil-
harmonia Orchestra conducted by Norman Del Mar.

October 20th,
At the Norwich Festival, recital by Manoug Parikian (violin) and Mal-
colm Binns (piano) including Violin Sonata No. 2 by Delius.
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