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unusual venture, and the public was able to hear a large number of
hitherto unknown compositions of vital historic interest. Thus it was that
we were able to draw upon the expertise of Edward J. Dent in early
Italian opera, and of Sir Thomas Beecham in French opera of the early
nineteenth century. Beecham, with his considerable knowledge of
history and literature, as well as music, not only conducted the program
but also devised it. The element of authenticity in this instance derived
not so much from types of instruments as from the original editions used
as a basis for the performance.

It may be appropriate to add at this point that although the program
content was directed towards intelligent and cultivated listeners, we had
to bear in mind that this was by no means an audience exclusively made
up of musicologists. The approach, therefore, was scholarly and literate,
but never dull or academic. After all, a modicum of persuasion is not out
of order when serving up a lengthy musical offering of largely unknown
excerpts. We were extremely fortunate in having as our regular weekly
commentator the then Director of Music Talks, Alec Robertson, whose
engaging manner and ability to convey the essence of a musical message
helped the series to become nationally admired and warmly accepted.
Later, as is well-known, it was issued on gramophone records and served
for many years as an adjunct to teaching.

The term authenticity is so frequently misunderstood and abused
nowadays that a corrective attitude is called for, if only to assist in
dispelling the unfortunate illusion that the movement is inextricably
bound up with the cult of early instruments in reproduction. Although as
far as the BBC was concerned such matters were of marked importance
(and consequently much use was made of harpsichords, clavichords,
positive organs, viols, lutes, and recorders), various other kinds of
authenticity came into the sound-picture. In broadcasting, the music is
audible but not visible, so it relies on acoustic and spatial elements for its
maximum effect. Whenever possible a church composer was linked with
the cathedral where he spent the greater part of his working life. For a
Mass by Fayrfax, the choir (after preliminary rehearsals) was
transported, no matter what the weather, to St. Alban's Abbey, from
which aurally superb coign of vantage the music was duly transmitted.
Similarly the music of Weelkes was performed in Chichester, motets
from the Eton Choirbook in the college chapel at Eton, and the
Worcester fragments in the cathedral there, even though the leaves may
not all have come from that one location. The same principle was
applied to secular music, as in the series "Music from Historic Houses,"
when the musicians recorded in the great hall or drawing-room of the



Performance Practice on the BBC Third 78

house chosen for each program. Audience reports indicated that the
sound was well worth the extra effort.

In studio broadcasts, as well as in churches, a form of acoustic deception
was not only permitted but actively encouraged, since much early music
depends for its impact upon the listener's perception of depth and width
of ambience. This of course was long before the days of stereo. The
divided choirs, vocal and instrumental, were therefore suggested by
deploying ensembles of different size at varying distances from the
microphones, and if the result was certainly not stereophonic, it usually
gave a lively impression of space. The pragmatic solutions of a constant
problem anticipated, oddly enough, the results of quite recent research
into the so-called cori spezzati tradition, which is now shown to be not so
much an equal division of opposing choirs but rather a tonal contrast
between a group of soloists (as in the bigonzo at St. Mark's, Venice) and
the other musicians set further back towards the altar.

It goes without saying that in the performance of church music the
closest attention was paid to liturgical requirements. From 1950 onwards
works formerly thought of as "motets" were identified, recognized, and
performed as attematim hymns, canticles, or responsories; and organ
music hitherto considered as collections of brief instrumental pieces
were broadcast as Organ Masses or hymns as the case might be.
Couperin's Masses were given in this way from Downside Abbey, the
monks participating and wonderfully transforming these misunderstood
masterpieces of the French baroque. In countless instances listeners
would write in and comment on the fact that this particular kind of
authenticity in performance brought home to them the beauty and
balance of much early music, as in hearing (from the chapel of King's
College, Cambridge) some of the verse-anthems of Orlando Gibbons
with a consort of viols, or a fourteenth-century Mass sung by outstanding
soloists and a plainchant schola, or one of Monteverdi's later madrigals
with a rich and full-sounding continuo complement.

Here is another essential area of authenticity which is often grossly
neglected in present-day performances and recordings. There has been a
regrettable tendency to oust the organ and the harpsichord, or to
relegate them to a position of virtual inaudibility, and supplant them with
a lute or theorbo, whose thin and evanescent sounds do little or nothing
to support the all-important waist-line of a continuo part, whether
figured or not. Our ideal continuo for smaller ensembles consisted of a
chamber organ, a harpsichord, a lute, a viola da garoba, and a small bass,
and the differing figurations played by the keyboard players and the
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lutenist would ensure an adequate realization of the bass line, supplying
both ictus and sostenuto. I find it strange that those carefully established
principles are now frequently forgotten, as in recent recordings I have
heard of Charpentier's "David et Jonathas" and of Purcell's Timon of
Athens." There is little use in having authentic instruments if the essence
of the texture is almost entirely lacking in body and purpose.

But to return to the Third Programme, much of the credit for so many
successful broadcasts is due to the unusually large staff of associates in so
many areas and disciplines: the administrators, balance-and-control
engineers (all of whom were obliged to have a knowledge of
music — indeed several were composers or instrumentalists), the
librarians, copyists, announcers, and producers. Some idea of the extent
of this unique support system can be gained from the billing form for a
broadcast of music by Giaches de Wert recorded in 1969:

From: Mr. Basil Lam, via Chief Asst (M.P.O.)

411 Yalding

To: Music Programme Routine

Copies: Ch. Asst. (Ch. Mus.)
X.S.M.O.
Mr. Cooke
H.G.P., Egton
Prog. Index, Cav. Sq.
Asst. to C.T.P., BH
Data Hdg. Unit, BH
Sub. Eds., RT (2)
Org. Stereo, BH

Clerk (Ch. Mus.)
Clerk (Overseas Mus.)
Miss Bowling
Prog. Acct., Cav. Sq.
Mus. Trans. Org., KH
Miss Moss, BH
P.O.S.N., 5074 BH
Prog. Reps., LR5 BH

1st October 1969

PABX3265

GH

Mr. Lam
Clerk (Mus. Costing)
Mr. Stock, 16 Lang St.
Miss Phillips, Cav. Sq.
Org. Pres. Duties, BH
Mrs. Blunt, BH
Prod. Ed., RT
Lib. Sups, 529 BH

WEEK 46

BBC Radio 3 (Third Programme)

Tuesday 11th November 1969: 9.25-10.25 p.m.

GIACHES DE WERT STEREO BW832D

Accademia Monteverdiana

Patricia Clark (soprano)

Ursula Connors (soprano)

Shirley Minty (contralto)

Edgar Fleet (tenor)
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Leslie tyson (tenor)
John Frost (bass)

Jaye Consort of Viols

Francis Baines (treble viol)
Elizabeth Baines (treble viol)
John Isaacs (tenor viol)
Jane Ryan (bass viol)

Ambrosian Singers

Conducted by Denis Stevens

Kyrie (Mass: Transeunte Domino)

Felice piume
Cara la vita mia
Ecco ch'un altra volta
Hoc est praeceptum raeum

Canzonette:

J'ai trouve* ce matin

De que serven ojos morenos

Tispyripyr

Donna, tu sei si bella

Misera! non credea

Dialogue: In qual pane

Introduced by Denis Stevens 35.55

BBC Stereophonic recording

(Basil Lam)

Recorded: 16.6.69 SLN25BW832

To sum up, I should like to quote from a letter written on 16 May 1948
by the Rumanian pianist and composer Dinu Lipatti to his former
teacher Florica Musisescu: The BBC is a marvel of precision,
seriousness and inventiveness. They have wonderful Steinways in every
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studio, and the care which they take with every broadcast, whether a
recital or a symphony concert in the studio, amply rewards an artist for
all his efforts."3 It is partly due to the BBC's conscientious support of
true authenticity in performance that we now have more enlightened
ideas about "early music" (or "pre-classical music" as it was then called)
and a greater respect for the importance of quality in our choice of
repertoire.

3. Tanasescu and Bargauanu: Lipatti (London and White Plains, 1988).


