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Bach’s Winterreise

Each
year, Montréal
celebrates the music
of Bach, courtesy of the
Festival Bach de Montréal.
Juliette Barber caught up
with Festival Director
| Alexandra Scheibler |
I.-J to reflect on the festival’s E
history and to experience | |
ﬂ its 2023 edition .
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— Bach's Winierreise —

Whan Alexandra Schelbler moved frem Hamburg [Germarny)
b Montrdal (Canada) In 2001, little did she knaw that her lowe
and nestalgla for Johann Sebastian Bach would lead her to
crreate an annual festivad celebrating his musical genius or that
this would earn her the Order of Merit of the Faderal Republic
af Germar.

O Christmas n MMonireal Schelbder was filled with
nostaiga For hier hametano, messng e Barch pErformances

that are 0 prevaont in Garmany across thea festive period

Seaking toresohae this dilkemma. Scheltbler decided o explom
the idea of her own Bach Festival, bringing a litle plece af

LB TTTLIT B T e o,

A musician Peialin and wiola and musicologist by trairng

schaibler has always appreciatad Montrdal's wiarsnt music
sCENE, with s two spmphony orchestras ard actve Early
Miusic commurety. Howseswar, with fowi fiiends in the dity, her
feitieal remaired a dstant draam. Tha help of fallee German
Sabing Pletat proved invakiable, and they ernbarked ona bwa-
wiar journey of planring and netwerking, utilising their lacal
coffee shop as a wibrant "affice”. |n 2005, ker dream came o
fruition, with the inaugural Festival Bach de Mantrdal held in
Wowamiber, bringing 3 senee of Germarry (o tha iy,

i hie festival had & sense of grawitas from the start

id ensambles such 8

attracting dishnguished mudcians
cardfuctor Frieder Bernus, bartone Klaus hartens, and the
novd-dishancad Musics Anbioua Kaln drected by RBeinband
Croebsal, Intermational artists arrived courtesy of thelr Lufthansa
husiness cless flights, a sponsorship dead defely

oy Schzibdar. & perusal through past pregrammes raveaks an
mpressive ling-upg af intsrrabanal guest artsts, Inclding Yo-Yo

Wi, Mlassaki Szl and the Akademia fOr alte Mutik Barlin

“Friom the beginning, it was dear that musically we were pretty
L erfous, featoring not only intermabional arbats and ersemiles,
ot alzo great, local musiclans rrom Gueec says schabiler
Thie imveohemient of the Orchesire wwmohonigque o
bontrgal’s (050 then Musc Director. Kant Magano, was

Even during the
pandemic, the
2020 festival
still went ahead,
featuring solely

local artists
due to travel
restrictions.

3 figs helpaard thewr contnued colagarabion l'H.'uEJ'ln 15 a
memiper of the Board) has bean a key ingredent of its sucgess
The C5his presence was a hups balp in garnering suppart
Fraan Quetbec and Mantrdal,” days Scheibber, alangside her cwn
onnechons arass Europe

Even during the pardemic, the 2020 Festival s8] wenk
araad, teaturing solety Iocal arfiste gue o frasal restrichons
Just afore tha Festval, conoert halls in Canada wers closed
o prevent thie spread of the virgs, promptng a last-minwte
chanpe i farmat, with concerts live-streamed fiom veries

acroas the city, "We did everything a2 planrsed, ust with no

public,” says Schehler, explaining that she sl attended the
poncerts, “hut always alore®. The followirg year, the festival
tgak place during a-winckow when ewarything was open o the
public and the return of interrational solokis, iF nos ersembies,
was @ particular highfight

Teaday, the Festivial takes guwer Ehe whole Sy, Becaming
its clemsical mus: haartbesd for a three-week perad each
MewemberDecember. [Eattracis more than 20 000 jocal and
internatiora! fostrvalgoers, whio approach each of the 30-plus
eyvienis with enthisiasm and peneral bonkamie

With concerts. recitals. open rehearsals, discussions and

thildrer's everds taking place B varkous Boatiors scasgs

fartréal, festivalgaers must be prgansed o ersure they
dan’t miss any af the festivals hidden gems, induding the
pap ey OFF-Fasbval Bach, This free svent, held indowobows
tdantrdal near Face dec Arts, provides an opportunity to
hecunals” and often festures appearances by interpatianal
artists frpm the main festival, Coring my time at the festival
lagt wear, | was struck by the cormvial abmesphers and joined
iy pers Wik delight in the appearance af irtemationa
artists “dropping in far 20 minutes or so fbe attend
performances], alowing the public to get closer ta the arkists
ard thiemusc”. This, tog, s where you'll find the festival team
hangng aut o {his nice, cosy placs with 3 glass ol wine, a

poffee or 8 chaege plake



— Bach’s Winterreise —

Each WEI, an ntermatons guest concsctor 15 ineten b
wark with the Bach Fastival Orchestra, which s compasad o
misiciare from the OSM, lacal archestras and young, upcamg

rnsiciars. For the 2033 adtan, the orchestra was joned
by German pianst and guest sclaidd Schaghajegh Mosrabi for
the opaning cencert, under the directian of faliaw German
conductor Goabal, whio previowsly hed the orchestrain 2059
Crtiner highlighits include tha Muit des Choeurs, whena |eading
amateur chalrs from Maordrdal take 19 the stage to perform at
54 sdndren and 58 Faul's Church in an afternoon and evening
celebrating the music of Bach. The event is always a orawd
pleaser, and with free admission and the apportiinity be samplke
the deficious Gllbwseein ard German cookies and chocolites,
it Is am unmssable ewent Just before this concert, | caugnt
up with Scheibler and was struck by the swmbolic sgnificance
of tha verue, the wvanie of the very iest festeal concert in
2005, Lit in the festivals dgnatune red, the atimosphers was
magica, especially &8 s flake s bapan bo Fall st befone
the comoert. As our inberview drew toa close the church had
filiagd i, almiast to capacity, a stark contrast to that inaupural
concert whera “the smal number of pepple had gathered ta
witniess sarious music” The ather "community praject” ks the
popular Childrer's Cancert Bach Incegnito, offering an edectic
programime alternating bebween Baroqoes and Remantbic mosic.
During my wisit, | abterded the Accademia de’ Dissenant's
corgart in the beautitul Salle Bourgie, The ltalian ersemble.
fovnded in 2020 by cellist and gambist Eliras Frey, was joined
by the dynamic liafan centraiio Somia Prina, This concert
interwove the muslc of Bach and his contemporaries, Muffal
and Yiealdi. One af the kghlghts wes Pring’s dramabe
perfarmance of Wrealdi'y Slabat Mater. Prina wias keen to put
her San take on the perfosfance and worked Sleseh weith
Frey b achkewa the desirad effect,
*I asked the group niot to play Vivaldiin a wery light
Italiam way but te go for the drama,’ she explained, *This s

uniesual because if wou listen 1o this wark performed by
countertanoes, wou foel the ighiness and purity of the wolce,
but fram my point of view, when | have to wng ks plece,

| awe b b telingg the story of what & happening in the
Stabat Mater.”

Like me thes was Privea's first time in Mantréal ard after
the concart shie shiowee o sich denght in Ner expanence, BWen
spending her birthday at the festival ®it's a really lowely
axperance, Alexardra is amazing and It was =0 well arganized
and felt like being in a huge Family,” she shared. "Coming fram
abraad can be hard because youw dan'l ko anyore, but they
raally keaked aHer me This = Aot always the case, aften you
tur up, sing and go harme”

&nother highkght for-Prina was the prominent roke of
winman in the festival, & teparture from gmilar events in her
nativa italy, "To e surrgunced by so many powerful women
wils reallty amazing: To be understood by all of these peopleis
att absalutely Fantashc exparience”

Elsewbare, festival regular’ Mikolas Ellis worked with
Scheibler to produce a praEramme of cantatas and motets by
not onby J. 5 Bach, but ako ) C Bach and § M. Bach, Eils's
Circhestra de lsgora was joired by bao Austrian solosts,
the tenor Dardel Johannsen and bassist Matthlas Helm,
capburing the festrval’s essence by welcoming nierrabonal
guests alonpsicde great local arbsts. ©IE's 2 win, win situation
far avierybody,” says Schebler, adding that Ellis feéls that his
arEamhe s entnusesm “sparks over t3 tha ather arfists oo

-‘5-|[|'IC'L|F;|'| tex an cuisider, the testivad appears (o be
axtramaly wel oraanised, with avarything running seamdesshy
i s not without s ogistical problemrs, with each venue
reeding to be rigged up with red lights bo coresy the
festival’s wgrature red accent colows, & soreen and Samrmetimes
awEn g Stage.

The festival is nat immuna to undaressen events, with
Sir dokn Eliot Gardiner's well-documented missemesnour
precipitating his replacemant. shortly after the final
programme wal printed. During rmy Stay, a last-rmirsbe
change o the pragramming vwes necessary, due o pianisl
herge Babyan cantracting the flu, \With her coal and
calm demeanour, Scheibler took it all in her stride, and
quickly enlisted Micolas Mamarsdze. the Gaaorglan pianist
and compeser and 2018 winmer of the triennial Honens
Irtermational Plang Competition in Calgary, His concert
cambired the works of Bach, Ligeti, Rachmaninedf, Schubert
atid his owen compasibions and was anthusiasbically received.

IE ware 5 Feell aof & day,” recalled Scheibler of the day af
Babyan's news.

s we ook forward to this wear's festiwal, | can't halp
reflecting that In @ world whiera gveryone seems to be
canstanthy rushing and striving for the latest innovatian, there
% something rather refreshing about embracing traditian and
the music aof Back's Garmamy in swch a beaubful envircnment

The 4 adition of the Festival Bach de Moniréal will
take place from 16 Mevember to 8 Decombaer, Fer marg
infarmation, visht fostivalbachmontreal comfan/

With thanks to the Québec Governmeant Ofice in London.




