
Review of First Bristol Early Music Festival (3-5 May 2019) 
 

The early May Bank holiday weekend in 2019 saw the launching of the first Bristol Early 

Music Festival, organised on a non-profit basis by a group of Bristol musicians, led by Bruce 

Saunders to present and encourage participation in early music. It was hosted by All Saints 

Church in Pembroke Road, Clifton which proved an ideal venue. The Festival included 

concerts, workshops and an exhibition of early instruments.  Most events took place in the 

church itself, but there were also spaces for the exhibition, choir workshops, tea and cakes 

throughout each day and for drinks in the concert intervals. 

The opening concert on the Friday evening was given by Sounds Baroque (Helen Charlston, 

mezzo-soprano, Jamie Akers theorbo and guitar, Jonathan Rees, bass viol and Julian 

Perkins, harpsichord) entitled the Italian connection. The programme included works by 

Italian composers living in London such as Draghi and Corbetta in 17th and 18th centuries 

and English composer such as Orlando Gibbons, Tobias Hume and Purcell showing the 

Italian influence on their work. This was an excellent concert with a large enthusiastic 

audience which got the Festival off to a very good start. The evening concluded with 

Jonathan Rees providing a candle-lit performance of music by Sainte-Colombe and his 

stylistic antagonist De Machy, with fables from La Fontaine and entitled The Kite and the 

Nightingale drawing the first day to a beautiful and atmospheric end. 

Recorders featured prominently throughout the whole Festival. Annabel Knight ran a 

recorder workshop on the Saturday morning organised by Rachel Mason. About 25 

participants had registered before the event but 39 players with a wide range of age and 

experience turned up on the day. Annabel very skilfully managed to keep the interest of all 

participants and we played a Battle Pavane by Susato and a Minuet by Boismortier 

employing recorders from garklein to contrabass! The workshop stimulated a lot of 

interest in the recorder and the Bristol Branch has recruited a number of new members as 

a result. 

Throughout the day there was an exhibition of early keyboard, wind, brass and string 

instruments (bowed and plucked) and talks and demonstrations of some of them during 

the morning. These were all well supported. 

During the lunch break the Gloucester Waits entertained us with Tudor and Jacobean by 

music on an amazing range of instruments showing a dazzling degree of versatility by all 

the players. We heard amongst others, recorders, crumhorns, shawms, cornamuses, 

dulcians, bagpipes, cornet, sackbut, rackett, rebec and hurdy gurdy. Simon Pickard 

provided an interesting and entertaining commentary on the music and the instruments. 

The original plan was to perform in the open air, but the weather made that impossible. It 

was nevertheless a most enjoyable and entertaining occasion. 

In the afternoon 75 people came together for a polychoral workshop (for two or three 

choirs) for voices and instruments directed by Bruce Saunders who took the singers off for 



a separate rehearsal while Theresa Caudle rehearsed the instruments which included, 

recorders, cornetts, sackbuts, dulcians, cornamuses, violins, cellos and viols of all sizes. It 

was a major feat of organisation to get everybody together in compatible choirs and 

having music with the right range and clefs! We all came together later and performed 

works by Giovanni Gabrieli, Victoria and Monteverdi, filling the church with an amazing 

sound. 

In the evening there was a concert given by three local amateur groups Rosafresca (an 

ensemble of recorders, renaissance viol, vihuela and percussion), The Bristowe Consort 

(recorders) and Musica Mundi  (voice, viola da gamba and harpsichord). The theme was A 

Tour of Europe and included music from Spain, England, Germany and France. It was well 

received by a large and enthusiastic audience. 

 

The Sunday morning service at All Saints Church was a High Mass sung by the church choir 

directed by John Davenport. It included the Missa Octava for double choir by Hans Leo 

Hassler, and the anthem Jubilate Deo by Giovanni Gabrieli. In the afternoon Prof. Emma 

Hornby led a Medieval Chant Workshop together with members of her Bristol University 

Music Department Schola Cantorum in preparation for a Vespers Service in the church 

later in the afternoon. Also during the afternoon was a workshop led by Jane Frances for 

senior school cello pupils who might like to learn the viol, which was well supported. 

 

The Festival came to a close on Sunday evening with The Anatomy of Genius — a musical 

reflection on the life and work of Leonardo da Vinci, to mark the 500th anniversary of his 

death, with music of the period by Obrecht, Busnois, Ockeghem, Josquin and others, given 

by the Nova vocal ensemble directed by Bruce Saunders. This was fitting end to a 

marvellous weekend of early music making. 

 

There was a great sense of enjoyment and excitement over the whole weekend and a high 

level of enthusiasm of all who took part. The whole event was a great success brought 

about by the tremendous work of the organising committee and their helpers. There are 

already plans in hand for a second festival from 1-3 May 2020. 

 

Dick Little 


