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 Our news and views section keep readers up to date with the latest events and discoveries in the 
early music world, while our reviews of CDs, DVDs, books and performances are written by some of 
the country’s top early music specialists. Our listings section also offers comprehensive coverage of 
concerts happening across the UK.

 For those looking for an introduction to early music right up to the conservatoire student, 
Early Music Today is the definitive guide to the early music scene.
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AS EFFECTIVELY AND SEAMLESSLY AS EARLY MUSIC TODAY, A 
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BUSY WORLD OF EARLY MUSIC. MANY CONGRATULATIONS TO 
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Mahan Esfahani 
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We have the largest audience for the early music genre and as 
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as well as with all subscription copies of our sister title Classical Music. 

THE FACTS
»  Frequency: quarterly 
»  Readership: 12,000 (plus 20,000 Classical Music readers)
»   Regular advertisers: The Sixteen, American Bach Soloists, Gimell, Early Music Shop, Yale, 

Chandos, early music festivals, top instrument makers
»   Geography: Early Music Today’s audience is truly global, with only 48% of our total readership 

based in the UK. While almost 90% of our print readers reside in the UK, our growing digital 
audience is nearly 60% non-UK

BACKSTORY

www.earlymusictoday.com62          EARLYMUSICTODAY   MARCH–MAY 2017

When in 2014 Lufthansa withdrew the 
funding for its annual festival of Baroque 
music, its artistic director Lindsay Kemp – 
together with festival manager Lucy 
Bending – took a brave step. The festival 
had been running for 30 years and had 
become a major fixture, with an exciting 
programme featuring international 
musicians, and Kemp and Bending did 
not want to let this heritage die with the 
Lufthansa connection – so they set up a 
new festival, the London Festival of 
Baroque Music (LFBM). Now, after 10 
years in charge across the two entities and 
the overseeing of the safe transition from 
secured funding to independence, Kemp 
and Bending are standing down as the 
festival’s management team.

Kemp, who is also a producer for BBC 
Radio 3 and involved with the York Early 
Music Festival, has worked hard to 
maintain and build on the reputation of 
the new London Festival. He is passionate 
about the process of programming, has his 
finger on the pulse of the international 
early music scene and has been 
responsible for the UK debuts of many 
renowned groups, including Vox Luminis. 
The Belgian vocal group will return to the 
festival in 2017 for a Monteverdi Vespers 
with the Freiburg Baroque Orchestra.

For Kemp, the development of an 
overarching concept for each festival is a 
rewarding process. ‘I really enjoy the 

programming part of it, picking a theme 
and making it work hard, using it to come 
from all sorts of different angles and 
giving a range of musical textures,’ he 
explains. In 2016 the festival was based 
around ‘The Word’, inspiring a text-led 
performance of Messiah directed by John 
Butt, secular poetry and song, and the 
unique early-Baroque settings of the Song 
of Songs in Hebrew by Salamone Rossi. 

For this year’s festival in May, Kemp has 
taken two anniversaries of two giants of 
the Baroque as his structure – the 450th 
anniversary of Monteverdi’s birth, and the 
250th of Telemann’s death. From these 
Kemp has developed the theme ‘Baroque 
at the Edge’, which ‘could mean edgily 
expressive music’ He goes on to suggest 
that ‘the harpsichord recital by Jean 
Rondeau is late French repertoire which 
can be quirky and direct.’ The festival also 
explores the geographical edge and the 
17th-century artistic connections between 
Europe and the Ottoman Empire.

The Swiss group Les Passions de l’Ame 
will reflect this connection at the 2017 
festival with a recital of Austrian 
17th-century music which will 
incorporate Turkish percussion. Finally, 
listeners can experience the edges of 
composers’ working lives, with 
performances of the Handel’s last 
Oratorio Jephtha – the latest in a complete 
series by Stephen Layton and the Holst 
Singers – and Bach’s last large-scale 
choral work, the Mass in B minor. 

The 2017 festival will also celebrate one 
of its anniversary composers, Monteverdi, 
with a semi-staged performance of Orfeo 
by early music’s great experimenters, 
Robert Hollingworth’s I Fagiolini, whose 
2007 project The Full Monteverdi famously 
saw a programme of madrigals performed 
as theatrical works in an immersive 
restaurant setting. As well as more 
traditional ways of staging concerts, Kemp 
is also keen to explore innovative 
approaches like Hollingworth’s. He has 
fond memories of previous festival 
concerts which have challenged the way 
Baroque music is encountered, including a 

recital of Purcell songs by Olivia Chaney, 
who approached them as folk – rather 
than art – music, and a late-night 
improvised recital by viola da gamba 
player Paolo Pandolfo.

‘He quoted bits of Marais or Diego 
Ortiz, viola da gamba standards if you 
like, then suddenly a bit of Beatles 
“Norwegian Wood” would fly by!’ Kemp 
remembers. ‘That concert was very 
important to me because it was everything 
I had hoped it would be.’

He is clear that the innovation of 
performers like Pandolfo marks a new 
stage in the way we think about all pre-
Romantic music. ‘The early music 
movement started with performers 
preventing themselves from doing things, 
going back to the source, to what we 
know and saying “this is what they did 
and we won’t do anything that they 
didn’t.” But ever since then it’s been a 
business of building on that and acquiring 
expressive freedom to make your own 
decisions about what you might do in the 
context of how you are performing it. 
Nowadays people perform all early music 
with much more freedom than they did 40 
years ago. They’ve acquired with 
experience and expertise, the boldness, the 
bravery to make pieces their own, do what 
they want with them.’

It seems that the LFBM has a strong 
foundation on which to draw and will 
continue to be a leading event in the 
future. Although no firm plans for a 
successor are yet in place, Kemp hints at a 
closer relationship with the festival’s 
venue, St John’s Smith Square, as well as a 
continuation of the event’s particular 
attitudes: ‘The historical side of it is 
fascinating but ultimately I want people to 
be able to come to concerts and listen to 
Baroque music and react to what their ears 
are telling them, to listen to Baroque music 
as if it was any music.’

This year’s London Festival of Baroque Music 
takes place 12–20 May; www.lfbm.org.uk

HELEN COCKS

Lindsay Kemp and the LFBM

JO
N

AT
H

A
N

 R
O

SE

BACKSTORY

Lindsay Kemp

EMTMAM17_062_R_Backstory [RP PROOF 2] OKED.indd   62 10/02/2017   13:15:21

ARTIST FOCUS

www.earlymusictoday.com MARCH–MAY 2017   EARLYMUSICTODAY        21        

ARTIST FOCUS

Were you by chance to encounter the 
tall figure of Ian Page at a party you 
might think to yourself, ‘Hmm, a 
gentleman farmer, perhaps.’ A rather 
less likely conclusion would be that 
you were in the presence of a man who 
is not only an outstanding conductor 
of his generation but also the brains 
behind one of the most ambitious 
musical projects ever undertaken.

The trajectory taken by Page’s career 
to this point starts in familiar fashion 
for a British musician: as a boy 
chorister at Westminster Abbey, a 
period Page describes as ‘completely 
life changing’. He survived the culture 
shock of moving to general education, 
never experiencing ‘a period when I 
thought liking classical music was 
weird’. His university degree was 
undertaken not in music, but in 
English literature, a step that had a 
profound influence in helping round 
out Page’s approach to music. ‘When I 
went on to the Royal Academy I 
struggled to understand how about 
90% of musicians studied music 
primarily from a purely technical 
aspect,’ he says.

IAN PAGE

A
RN

O After leaving the RAM, Page went 
on to serve on the music staff of 
several opera companies, his interest in 
opera having been awakened by gifts 
of LPs. He particularly recalls a 
defining moment when Covent 
Garden’s Jean Povey arranged for the 
12-year-old to stand in the wings for a 
performance of La bohème featuring a 
rising young tenor by the name of 
Luciano Pavarotti. That was, he says 
‘enough for me’.

But it would not be to Bohème or 
Tosca that Page would turn as an 
operatic conductor. In 1997 he founded 
Classical Opera, a company devoted to 
exploring the music of Mozart and his 
contemporaries. It is sometimes said 
that Mozartians are born and not 
made; if this is true, Page must have 
been waving his arms directing Figaro 
from his pram. Today, he is, if I may 
be forgiven for quoting myself, ‘One 
of the most stylishly authoritative 
interpreters of the composer working 
today.’

The second decade of this century 
marked the outset of the two projects 
by which Page’s career will almost 
certainly be defined. The first, in 2012, 
was the recording of all Mozart’s operas 
over a 20-year span, an important 
feature of which is the employment of 
young, mainly British singers. The 
progress, planned roughly 
chronologically, has so far included 
major recordings of Mitridate, re di 
Ponto and Zaide.

Then three years later Classical Opera 
announced an even more ambitious 
scheme: Mozart 250. Its objective is 
typical of Page’s holistic approach to 
music, setting out to place the music 
composed by Mozart and his 

contemporaries in the context of its 
time for each of the 27 years Mozart 
was active as a composer 250 years ago.

To date Mozart 250 has a yielded 
major treasure in the shape of 
Jommelli’s superb Il Vologeso of 1766 
and smaller jewels such as Abel’s 
ravishing aria ‘Frena la bella’, given at 
the 2017 concert in January. I ask Page 
if the series has unearthed any major 
personal revelations.

‘Well, in the concert we did in 2016 
we had an aria by Guglielmi [Pietro; 
1728–1804] that was rather wonderful 
and also a very interesting symphony 
by Franz Beck. It’s also been 
interesting to see the reaction of the 
players, who’ve really loved 
performing repertoire they’re not 
going to play with any other group.’

This mission to introduce music to 
people plays an even more potent role 
when it comes to Classical Opera’s 
outreach programme, something close 
to Page’s heart: ‘I think Mozart 250 
really plays into our hands here 

because you can tell a group of 10-year 
olds The Marriage of Figaro is great 
music until you’re blue in the face, but 
say to them, “this is Mozart’s first 
symphony and he wrote it when he 
was younger than you are”, and you’ve 
immediately got an audience.’ 

With the uniquely innovative Mozart 
250 project – not to mention the 
Mozart opera project – Page clearly has 
before him many rewarding years of 
exploration and achievement ahead. 
‘Yes,’ he laughs, ‘the tyranny is the 
increasing fear that I’m going to 
discover this forgotten masterpiece 
recorded 251 years ago!’

BRIAN ROBINS

It’s been interesting to see the reaction of 
the players, who’ve really loved performing 

repertoire they’re not going to play with any 
other group
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Sitting in the Starbucks on the 
Kings Road, I twiddle my 
thumbs and gaze out of the 
window before accusing three 

chaps of being Jonathan Cohen in 
advance of the arrival of the man 
himself. I suppose this is what a Tinder 
date must feel like but few anxious 
would-be romantics are presented with 
the likes of Cohen, conductor, cellist 
and keyboardist, who, at the age of 39 
is described as ‘one of Britain’s finest 
young musicians’.

As artistic director of Arcangelo, 
Cohen is currently relishing the 
enthusiastic reaction to their opening 
concert as the Wigmore Hall’s first 
Baroque Ensemble-in-Residence. It is a 
series which juxtaposes the well-known 
– Bach’s sixth Brandenburg Concerto in 
the group’s pre-Christmas concert, with 
its magnificent pairings of violas and 
violas da gamba – with rarely-heard 
related works. Two more concerts 
follow this year with Biber, Buxtehude, 
Schmelzer and Kühnel at a late night 
concert in May, and with Clérambault, 
Couperin and de Montéclair in July.

There have been more than a dozen 
well-received recordings from them too; 
Arcangelo has released a wide range of 
music, from Porpora and Handel to 
Gluck and Mozart, and, most recently, 
countertenor Iestyn Davies’s Bach 
Cantatas, including ‘Ich habe genug’.

One of Cohen’s greatest joys seems to 
be bringing friends together to play – 
both singers and instrumentalists, using 
historical and modern instruments. He 
was at Cambridge with the soprano 
Elin Manahan Thomas and with Iestyn 
Davies, with whom he is touring in 
America with Philharmonia Baroque in 
early March.

The dazzling technical ability of 
performers of this calibre is a given but 
it is what one listener called the 

‘passion for faithful interpretation that 
goes far beyond historical 
understanding’ that makes this group 
stand out. It has performed in top 
venues and festivals, including the 
Philharmonie in Berlin, the Vienna 
Musikverein, the Köln Philharmonie, 
Ghent Cathedral and the Carnegie Hall 
in New York.

‘With Arcangelo, I do have the dream 
base,’ says Cohen. ‘I am casting players 
as well as singers and yes, the standard 
is very high. But we are like-minded 
people and in this business, psychology 
is 50% of the job.’ False modesty or 
maybe simply working with musicians 
who really understand each other, 
Cohen sees himself as a facilitator.

Winning over the musicians was 
mentioned when he was appointed 

music director of the Canadian Les 
Violons du Roy et La Chapelle de 
Québec last Autumn, a position he takes 
up for the 2018/19 season, although he 
has already undertaken several concerts 
with them this year. ‘Jonathan Cohen’s 
arrival is the result of the exceptional 
rapport he established with the 
musicians of Les Violons du Roy,’ says 
Jean Houde, chair of the Roy board of 
directors – or as Le Devoir in Montreal 
puts it, ‘Quelle intelligence musicale!’

EYE-OPENING OPERA
After last year’s well-received Le nozze 
di Figaro at Glyndebourne, this season 
Cohen will be conducting Handel’s 
Semele at Garsington. Opera has opened 
his eyes to the fluidity of performances. 
‘We did Figaro at Glyndebourne 17 

times,’ he says. ‘It changed hugely as 
the season went on and that’s no bad 
thing as there is a danger in over-
preparation before you actually get 
started on a piece.

‘With each performance came new 
challenges … opera is very in the 
moment … and I loved the spontaneous 
acting and singing, the fluid and fast 
reactions of the performers. As for 
conducting opera, there’s that 
exhilarating sense of being in a boat  
in the rapids and the need to just 
sometimes exert pressure, to stop  
holes leaking.’

It’s an arduous schedule and Cohen is 
all too familiar with the difficulties of 
life as a travelling musician. He quotes 
Simon Rattle, commenting, quite 
without complaint, that ‘people don’t 

appreciate what you give up when you 
devote your life to music,’ that you 
wave goodbye for six weeks, that you 
can’t be settled. He affirms that with 
switching between home and away, 
having a son of five in London keeps 
him firmly anchored.

He has worked extensively with Les 
Arts Florissants, as Associate 
Conductor, and it is to its founder 
William Christie, harpsichordist, 
conductor and musicologist, that Cohen 
offers much gratitude. ‘I’ve done so 
much opera with William,’ he says. ‘His 
outlook is very European, we’ve 
performed all over the place and he has 
been very trusting. For me it has been a 
highly beneficial apprenticeship.’

Cohen, who was a pupil at Manchester 
Grammar School, remembers early 

On angels’ wings
Arcangelo’s artistic director Jonathan Cohen is enjoying the vivacious response to his 
ensemble’s position as the first of its kind in residence at Wigmore Hall. Rhian Morgan met 
him for coffee to chat about his accomplishments and what’s next in store

You can’t chase appreciation as the sole goal … 
you have to serve music the best you can,  

despite yourself
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controlled by what they were singing. 
Unlike Luther, however, Savonarola did 

not value complex music and did not 
appreciate how its power to move and 
open hearts and minds could be used by 
the Holy Spirit. For him, the numinous 
was not to be sought in the mystic 
relationship between composer, painter, 
sculptor and the Eternal Creator. His laude 
texts, written with the help of humanist 
poet Girolamo Benivieni, reinforced his 
powerful preaching about repentance, self-
denial and renewal, and one of his 
principal themes was that a cleansed 
Florence would find new greatness: 

Mary as Queen, who says Florence will be 
more rich, more powerful, and glorious than 
ever, and now will achieve miraculous 
things. (Carnival lauda of 1496)

The question for musicologists and 
historians is: would Savonarola have 
considered adapting popular music to 
sacred praise songs if it were not for a 
unique pre-existing tradition, a sacred 
song craze, that had swept the mercantile 
centres of Tuscany and Umbria in the 14th 
and 15th centuries? At the height of lauda 
popularity there were hundreds of 
confraternities of laudesi or disciplinati who 
met in parish churches to sing praise 
songs in the vernacular as part of para-
liturgical services (extra to the monastic 
Offices and the Mass) deliberately 
accessible and populist in character. 

Three manuscripts survive and the 
oldest, the Laudario di Cortona, containing 
49 pieces, originally belonged to the 
Franciscans. Here, perhaps, is the key to the 
origin of the movement: the 13th century 
saw the foundation of Dominican and 
Franciscan orders, both dedicated to 
poverty and outreach. Might the laudesi of 
Cortona have been following the example 
of their founder, St Francis of Assisi, in 
singing simple vernacular songs to God 
like Il Cantico del Sole (Canticle of the Sun) – 
accessible, appealing to the lowest, poorest 
and most disadvantaged in society? 
St Francis composed his Praises to God and 
other prayers in the Umbrian dialect and 
was noted for his love of singing. Both 
Franciscans and Dominicans, dedicated to 
mission among the poor, encouraged the 
confraternities of laudesi, combining lay and 
religious, to create praise services to 
reinforce their message of salvation. It may 
also be that constant trade connections, not 

From the late 13th century onwards, men from the Italian merchant classes organised in groups, 
or compagnie, to do charitable works and sing hymns of praise (laude). The wealthier among them 
collected their songs into illuminated volumes, such as the Laudario of the Compagnia di Sant’Agnese 
(c.1320–40) from Florence, illuminated by Pacino di Bonaguida and the Master of the Dominican Effigies

to mention pilgrim traffic along the via 
Francigena, created the ideal conditions for 
the spread of the fashion for laude. 

While the Laudario Orvietano contains 
only texts, the volumes from Cortona and 
Florence are complete with music and the 
Florentine volume contains a number of 
more refined versions of laude from 
Cortona. The Laudario di Firenze is the 
largest and finest surviving collection, 
comprising 97 vernacular laude and ten 
Latin works – a rich and beautiful, 
profusely decorated manuscript which, 
ironically, was used by the poorest of the 
Florentine confraternities, the Company of 
Santo Spirito that met in the Augustinian 
convent. The manuscript was decorated in 
tempera, gold and ink on parchment and 

illuminated by Pacino di Bonaguida, a 
leading member of the painters’ guild of 
Florence. Bonaguida was able to let his 
imagination escape the confines of the 
capital letters which usually enclosed 
illuminations precisely because this was 
not a monastic choirbook, and the beauty 
of the manuscript indicates that it was 
valued just as highly as those formal 
collections of chant.

The music is mostly in the form of 
strophic songs and they are arranged in 
order of hierarchy: Trinitarian Godhead; 
Temporal cycle; Marian cycle; Sanctoral 
cycle (with sub-cycles devoted to Apostles, 
Martyrs, Confessors – male followed by 
female – and local Florentine saints like 
Reperata and Zenobius offering local 
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If you wandered the streets of 
Florence during the carnival seasons 
of 1496, 1497 or 1498, you might hear 
singing in the distance. With the 

words indistinct, the well-known melody 
would immediately suggest licentious 
festive indulgence. Closing in on the 
source might reveal a piazza packed with 
a massive assembly of boys, adolescent 
lads and young men, bawling – probably 
with more evangelical zeal than science 
– a sacred song in the Tuscan vernacular, 
set to an ever-so-familiar and suggestive 
secular tune. These lads are the fanciulli: 
companies of boys whose energies have 
been channelled into holy mission by 
Fra Girolamo Savonarola and his 
reforming associates of Florence’s 
‘popular’ government, would-be 
builders of a New Jerusalem. During the 
first Savonarolan carnival, as many as 
6,000 boys between the ages of five and 
16 may have taken part.

Savonarola’s modern notoriety 
concentrates on his ‘Bonfire of the Vanities’ 

(the burning of secular and worldly 
artefacts, cast into the flames voluntarily 
or otherwise by their owners and the 
reforming Dominican’s followers) and his 
horrible death at the hands of those he 
had led for so brief a time. To more 
reasoned church historians he represents a 
massively sincere and energetic if, 
ultimately, unsuccessful attempt to reform 
both the Church and secular government 
a generation before Martin Luther. When 
the Medici rulers were expelled from 
Florence after Charles VIII of France 
invaded Italy, and the people turned to 
Savonarola to save them with the aid of 
God, he defied the Pope and preached: 

I announce … that you, O Florence, will be 
the reformation of all Italy, and from here the 
renewal will begin and spread everywhere.

One of the things Savonarola wanted to 
reform, long before the Council of Trent, 
was music. He hated complex polyphony 
and his imprecations against it included: 

These choirs create a roaring sound, because 
there stands a big-voiced singer who sounds 
like a calf and the others howl around him 
like dogs, and one can’t make out a word 
they are saying.

Savonarola approved of the time-
honoured use of plainchant in the liturgy, 
the vehicle by which a channel of prayer 
was opened between earth and heaven (the 
Church has always treasured chant as so 
much more than mere ‘music’). He was 
dismissive of art, even some kinds of sacred 
art, lest it pleasure the senses. Like Martin 
Luther, however, he understood the power 
of popular music and harnessed its emotive 
associations by writing and adapting 
existing melodies into monophonic praise-
songs (laude) for the fanciulli. As these 
bands of callow youths rampaged around 
Florence, telling the merchants and nobles 
to purge their palazzi of ungodly secular 
treasures and frightening women they 
considered improperly dressed, their focus 
and purpose was channelled and, perhaps, 

A frieze by Agostino di Duccio at the Oratorio di San Bernardino, Perugia, depicts Bernardino of Siena organising the bonfire of the vanities (1457–61)

Reforming influence: Girolamo Savonarola by Fra Bartolomeo, c.1498 (now in the Museo di San Marco, Florence)
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Street credibility
Commonly dismissed as an artistic killjoy in his attempt to reform the 
Florentine Church during the Renaissance, Savonarola nevertheless  
encouraged the tradition of popular praise songs. Rebecca Tavener calls 
for his reputation to be revised
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and a Palestrina-centric programme, 
Musica della Cappella Sistina – which seem 
to have the strongest claim to a Carwood-
catalyst.

So, to mark the passing of their first 
quarter century, I went to visit Andrew 
Carwood at St Paul’s Cathedral in London 
– where he is the first non-organist to hold 
the post of choirmaster since the 12th 
century – and asked him to tell me a little 
about the origins of The Cardinall’s 
Musick and their sound, and his own 
influences in early music.

‘The biggest influence on me was my 
first choirmaster – I mean we wouldn’t be 
sitting here today if it wasn’t for what he 
did.’ Fred Goodwin was a founding 
member of The Clerks of Oxenford and as 
a result Carwood heard their records. He 
also remembers George Guest at  
St John’s College, Cambridge as, 
‘absolutely phenomenal … the most 
astonishing musician! He cultivated this 
boys’ sound – we used to call it 
“continental”, not very usefully, to 
distinguish from the King’s tone – a much 
more exciting, lively sound. I’d already 
been exposed to that when I bought my 

first Tallis Scholars recording.’
After graduating from Cambridge, and 

his choral scholarship at St John’s under 
Guest, Carwood took up a lay clerk 
position at Christ Church Cathedral, 
Oxford where he began to work with 
David Skinner on a liturgical 
reconstruction of Taverner’s Missa Mater 
Christi to be recorded under Stephen 
Darlington. It was out of this musical 
partnership that The Cardinall’s Musick 

was born. ‘It was very much a product of 
that and the fact that my ideas were 
starting to develop on performance style, 
and I was not happy with two recordings: 
there was The Tallis Scholars’ Byrd, which 
I’d listened to often and didn’t like … and 
I’d got some of Christopher Hogwood’s 

Mozart symphonies and I didn’t like them 
either because I was too wedded to Karl 
Böhm and the Berlin Philharmonic.’

But there was more to it than 
dissatisfaction with prevailing 
performances. Carwood was inspired by 
the sound of St John’s under George Guest 
and became increasingly interested in 
founding an early music group to reflect 
their style: ‘A more visceral, less perfect, 
more emotional approach to music-

making. It seemed to me, with the 
exception of The Taverner Consort, that 
most of the choirs out there were doing 
the King’s College, Cambridge thing – 
their perfect crystalline, slightly white 
sound.’ Carwood describes the first track 
of the Tallis Responds as recorded by  

An audience should feel that they’ve made 
friends with everyone on the platform by the 

end of the concert. That they know their 
voices – which ones they like, who does high, 

who does low, who has what colour
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Department of early music? Or 
department of historical 
performance? When it comes 
to choosing a university, does 

it really matter how a music department 
styles itself? Can a potential student read 
anything into the name or expect to find 
any major differences between these two 
kinds of departments? There is a definite 
distinction between the two, believes 
Peter Collyer, who teaches at both the 
Guildhall School of Music and Drama 
(GSMD) and at Trinity Laban 
Conservatoire of Music & Dance, and 
specialises in baroque and classical viola.

For Collyer, as he tells his students, 
early music is, ‘medieval and Renaissance, 
music with no continuous performing 
tradition’ while historical performance is 
the new buzzword to replace the 
authentic instrument movement. 
Conservatoires and universities are 
increasingly moving towards the 
historical performance model – a 
description which perhaps implies a more 
research-led, contextual interpretation 
than simply the performance of early 
music. 

Jane Booth, a specialist in the early 
clarinet and chalumeau as well as head of 
historical performance at GSMD, believes 
the current position has evolved over the 
past few decades: ‘We certainly used to 
call them early music departments,’ she 
says, ‘with the focus on music which was 
earlier than standard. Now it’s a more 
varied approach, with departments 
recognising that there is a difference 
between the traditional approach and 
looking at the context of a piece before 
performing it. It’s about interacting with 
the score rather than taking a word-for-
word approach.’

At GSMD, historical performance 
studies embrace a broad chronology from 
the Middle Ages to the early romantic 
period. The department has growing 
associations with the Academy of Ancient 
Music and The Sixteen. 

Collyer, a former head of performance 
and early music studies at the University 
of Southampton, worked on a major 
research project looking at the historical 
performance practice implications of 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
string chamber music editions. He gives 

an excellent example of how a 
historically informed performance can 
shed light on misconceptions which 
have arisen from nineteenth-century 
practice.

‘Schumann has long been considered a 
poor orchestrator,’ he says, ‘but when we 
came to perform a Schumann symphony 
we found that the balance – which is what 
is often criticised – was improved simply 
by using period instruments. There was a 
clearer sound, less clouding.’ So by 
attempting to recreate what was done at 
the time, not simply playing the notes on 
the page, many prejudices can be peeled 
away and the resulting performance is far 
closer to what the composer intended.

All the London conservatoires have 
strong offerings in the early music/
historical performance area. At Trinity 
Laban, instrumental and vocal students 
are urged to ‘explore the exciting 
repertoire and extraordinary sound 
worlds opened up by historically 
informed interpretation,’ whether 
performing on modern or period 
instruments.

At the Royal College of Music’s 
historical performance department, 
students flourish under Florilegium’s 
Ashley Solomon. The college has a large 
collection of early keyboards as well as an 
extensive collection of manuscripts and 
early printed editions. 

At the Royal Academy of Music, where 
the violinist Margaret Faultless is head of 
historical performance, there are two 
baroque orchestras — one is a period 
instrument ensemble, the other a modern 
instrument group which performs in a 
style appropriate to its repertoire. 
Following the successful Bach Cantata 
series on Sunday mornings, the academy 
is now planning to perform all 

The changing face  
of higher education
Rhian Morgan explores the changing identity of early music in university and  
conservatoire departments
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