Ibert Divertissment script. David Owen Norris
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Music 1


Decca 421 527-2 Dutoit


Track 13 complete   1’02





The strutting swagger of Charles Dutoit and the Montreal Symphony Orchestra. Quite a way to start a piece! Today’s Building a Library burrows eagerly amongst the versions of the Divertissement by the French composer Jacques Ibert. It’s been a thought-provoking experience, even more than usual. What at first seems a flimsy soufflée - though a delicious one - has a lot to tell us about ourselves, and about the very nature of music.





It’s a witty piece - always a problem, for some reason. Sir John Barbirolli - we’ll be hearing from him - used to tell audiences that music could be fun - and funny - as well as sublime, and he liked people to laugh out loud at good musical jokes. Like this audience from the Last Night of the Proms.					0.40/1.42(1.02)





Music 2


BBC 15656 91912 - Loughran


T 15   in at 0’16 (on drum roll) out at 1’28			/3.00(2.16)





James Loughran using the last movement of Ibert’s Divertissement to make the most of the party atmosphere in 1982, with the BBC Symphony Orchestra on Carlton Classics. That audience was certainly following Barbirolli’s advice, but not all classical listeners are so broad-minded. In Barbirolli’s adopted city of Manchester, the youthful Peter Maxwell Davies, Harrison Birtwistle and John Ogdon were almost expelled from the College for laughing during a Haydn string quartet. Their defence, that the quartet was funny, was incomprehensible to their Principal.





Here’s Barbirolli himself, with the 2nd. Movement, Cortège, showing that mysterious beauty doesn’t rule out a real sense of fun - and that fun doesn’t just mean fast and furious.					0.40/3.40�
Music 3


Dutton Laboratories CDSJB 1002 - Barbirolli


Track 7 from beginning tighten edit at 0’49 Lose at 1’16	/4.55(3.31)





Barbirolli beautifully poised with the Halle Orchestra, from Dutton Laboratories.





I wanted to start with a few tasters of the music before I told you that the material is drawn from incidental music Ibert wrote for the 1929 revival of a famous farce by Eugène Labiche. Un chapeau de paille d’Italie - An Italian Straw Hat - was written in 1851, and it was so popular that WS Gilbert translated it twice. Although some of the musical material is suggested by the situation on stage, we’ve heard that it can be enjoyed as pure music. In making a concert Suite, Ibert is adding an extra layer of meaning to his music, as we’ll see.





The story of the farce concerns a chaotic wedding day, and so of course, Mendelssohn makes an appearance. Now, it’s witty music. So should the performers make the Wedding March grotesque? The man who plays the cymbal for the San Diego Chamber orchestra thinks so.							0.40/5.35





Music 4


Koch 3-7094-2 H1 - San Diego


T 2 in at 2’16 lose at 3’00					/6.20(4.15)





Donald Barra and the San Diego Chamber Orchestra on Koch International. Their March threatens to tumble over from menacing to ponderous, as they search for a style. Sir Neville Marriner and the Academy of St. Martin in the Fields, on ASV, opt to play it straight.	0.15/6.35





Music 5


ASV CD DCA 517 - ASMF


Track 13   in at 1’59 out at 2’36						/7.12(4.52)





No searching for style there. Both Barra in San Diego, and Marriner, somehow make you wish you could see the stage action; one to justify the grotesqueries, the other to give some spark of interest other than jolly good playing. Jean Martinon and the Paris Conservatoire Orchestra balance on a tightrope somewhere in between, aided by a trumpeter with a sense of humour and a poetic clarinettist.


									0.10/7.32


Music 6


Decca 421 179-2 Martinon


Track 2 in at 1’51 Lose at 3’00						/8.42(6.00)�
Jean Martinon, back in the 60s, from Decca.





By the time he wrote this piece, approaching his forties, Jacques Ibert was branded as the composer of Escales, a set of orchestral postcards from around the Mediterranean. He later complained that he’d written twenty bigger and better works, but still he was The Composer of Escales. He’d originally been interested in the stage, and he drifted into musical education while teaching drama at the Paris Conservatoire. The Great War took him into the Navy, where he won the Croix de Guerre and the Légion d’honneur. Then in 1919 he won the Prix de Rome, which took him off to Rome to develop himself for three years. He returned there in 1937 as the Director of the French Academy, and in the fifties, he was director at the Opera Comique in Paris. He died in 1962, at the age of 71. One of the high spots of his life was beating Maurice Ravel in a film commission competition. Chaliapin was to play Don Quixote, and he wanted some songs to sing. Both Ravel and Ibert were approached, but only Ibert’s songs made it into the film.





This Divertissement is now his most famous piece. It shows its theatrical origins in the tiny orchestra it calls for - amongst the strings, only 3 violins, with no second violins at all, and a handful of wind instruments. The piano plays an important role, right from the beginning. But pianists aren’t always used to playing in orchestras, and they tend to play before everyone else. In Paavo Jarvi’s recording with the Tapiola Sinfonietta, on Bis, the pianist simply pushes ahead in the Introduction until everyone else catches up with the speed he wants to go.


								1.15/10(6.00)


Music 7


Bis CD 630 - Tapiola


Jarvi T 12. Complete  1’07					/11’07(7.17)





A particularly enjoyable Introduction comes from the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra under Louis Frémaux. Marvellous staccato, and just listen to that horn player!





Music 8


EMI CDC - 7 49261 2 - Frémaux


CBSO T1   lose at 0’47					/12(8)





Unfortunately, it’s downhill all the way for Fremaux, after that splendid start.





After the Introduction comes the Cortège, with its Mendelssohn quotation. Its slow opening contains the reference, obligatory for the time - and ever since, really - to Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring. We’ve heard Barbirolli’s expressive interpretation. Eduardo Mata and the Dallas Symphony Orchestra don’t quite match that ‘mysterious beauty’, but their next section is brilliantly dashing.			0.20/12.20





Music 9


Dorian DOR - 90181 - Dallas


T8,  beginning to 1’45.					/14.05(9.45)�
I don’t believe that CD from Dorian Recordings is only using 3 violins!





The Nocturne is the only movement that stays slow all the way through. It begins with a strange recitative on cello and bass, beautifully shaped here, with tasteful slides and easing forward of the tempo, by Yan Pascal Tortelier and the Ulster Orchestra on Chandos.





Music 10


Chandos CHAN 9023 - Ulster


T.8 fade at 0.45





That elusive recitative really sh
