A Tribute to Dr Roger Bullivant MBE

1921 – 2004

‘I conduct the Choral Society ….. and I play jazz’

   These words spoken to a pupil at Balby Carr School typify a great yet modest man.

   Many eloquent words have been written about Roger since his death on 20th November,

   depicting the many facets of his interesting life but the one common to them all is of

   Roger’s unique enrichment of so many lives, a lasting memorial. 

   Below are some personal tributes of people associated with our Society.

 ‘When Roger became our conductor he brought a special quality and high standard of

   musicianship. The shear range of repertoire over the seventeen years is breathtaking

   and the experience gained by members invaluable.’

  ‘On numerous occasions under Roger’s direction, we had a life-enhancing experience.’

  ‘When Roger was directing everyone was treated as a professional musician. “Don’t 

   be put off by the French 6th in that bar. It’s the only one in Bach.” Thirty or so Balby

   Carr 12 – 15 year olds looked on bemusedly.’

  ‘How well I remember seeing Roger literally dancing when conducting the overture of

   The Canterbury Pilgrims and how inspirationally he brought the whole thing together.

   It’s now my favourite work.’

  ‘Roger introduced me to the Bach Passions, which I never really knew before. They

   were very difficult but very rewarding.’

  ‘I feel privileged to have worked with Roger over the past 17 years.’

  ‘I have to thank Roger for more than 19 years of musical direction and inspiring

   leadership. We have so many good concerts to remember.’

  ‘An incorrect note never escaped his very keen ear.’

  ‘I once turned pages for Roger and became mesmerised at his playing entirely from

   figured bass – I had to count the bars to know when to turn, as nothing else in the

   music was identifiable.’

  ‘Choral singing remains the most satisfying of my many retirement activities and this 

   is largely due to Roger’s inspiration.’

  ‘One of Roger’s endearing qualities was to accept people for themselves and not

   for how clever or intellectual they were; hence he befriended me!’

  ‘No musical snob, he appreciated wide-ranging music that was good of its kind

   regardless of its acceptance by musicologists, from the Beatles and Brubeck to

   Bach and Bernstein.’

  ‘He stood before five soloists, two choirs and two orchestras, played harpsichord

   and conducted flawlessly throughout despite having a severe migraine.’

  ‘The Choral Society got a great bargain by appointing Roger. Not only did they

   get a first class musical director but they also obtained a highly professional

   harpsichord continuo player when needed and a fluent, witty writer of

   programme notes.’

  ‘He was a ‘must have’ for any student party worth going to.’

  ‘Roger’s forte was wicked cabarets, with or without assistance, of old standards

   prominently featuring ‘A Nightingale Sang in Berkeley Square’ and 

   ‘Chatanooga ChooChoo.’

   ‘I don’t think I missed one of his DCS performances. After each one he always said to

    me, “Thank you very much for coming.” That was typical of the man. I recall once

    saying to him that the famous chorus ‘See the Conquering Hero’ appears both in

    Joshua and Judas Maccabæus. He demurred saying it came only in the latter. A few 

    days later the telephone rang; it was Roger to say, “You were right.” Few would have

    bothered to do that. He said he was never going to argue with me about Handel in

    future; yet his knowledge of the composer was far greater than mine.’

   ‘Particular memories are the ‘fastest Messiah in the North’ (this was never proved but

    he must have been in the running), a lovely performance of a rarity, Dyson’s

    Canterbury Pilgrims, in Doncaster, and the surprise of him making speeches in

    German during a visit to Bochum.’

   ‘He is the best continuo player I have ever heard and he has been a great source

    of encouragement and interest in my career. For these experiences I am eternally

    grateful.’

  ‘Always in the background, yet not beyond stepping on the throttle a bit when the

   upcoming terrain looks a bit on the rough side.

   Though not littered with markings, the tricky moments in some of his scores are often

   designated with railway signalling instructions……’

  ‘When Roger received his well-deserved MBE, there were those who said it was his

   programming of modern works, quite as much as Handel and Bach, that was a big

   factor in that honour.’

   ‘When I came to live and work in Sheffield in 1974 as a young man, I wanted to 

    develop my interest in choral music and its performance. I soon learnt that Sheffield

    had its own “King of Choral Music”, Roger Bullivant, a name uttered with a sense of

    awe and reverence. It was explained to me that he was an inspirational conductor, at 

    his best in performance, an authoritative scholar on Baroque music and an excellent

    realizer of the continuo (unlike most of us, he reads it from the bass line and figures

    without any props!). 

    Consequently, during the late 1970’s and early 1980’s I would regularly attend

    concerts to observe the great man in action. His knowledge of the score and details

    impressed me as did his ability to indicate entries and leads and maintain a clear beat

    at the same time. I noticed the infinite variety of his continuo realizations, often while

    conducting at the same time. When in 1983, I put on a performance of Bach’s St John

    Passion, I asked Roger to play the harpsichord continuo. We recorded the performance

    and I still have it – as perfect a demonstration of the art of continuo playing as you

    could ever encounter.

    Roger, of course, did not confine his attentions to Baroque music; he has performed

    a wide variety of music (including jazz) with knowledge, skill and that special musical

    insight gifted to only a few. Recently this Society put on a performance of Stainer’s 

    Crucifixion. Roger’s approach was quite different from that of most conductors, yet

    his interpretation worked beautifully. I don’t know whether young musicians 

    nowadays come to learn from and observe their elders in performance, but if they do

    and learn only half of what I learnt from Roger, they would be very fortunate indeed. I

    feel proud and privileged to be taking over the baton from such a great man.’

    At Rugby, a schoolmaster wrote in an end-of-term report: “I hope music will not be

    allowed to interfere with his work”. We will be forever grateful that it did.

‘The musical world is the poorer for his passing.’
