
The Belgian
llorn School:
a neglected
tradition
rediscouered
bU John Humphries

/ \  t  Christmas, ' t977, twenty eight
I{  and one hal f  mi l l ion people

'  ' t l r rned on BBCI to watch the
Morecambe and Wise Christmas
Show. The play what Ern wrote
that year starred Eric as (yrano de
Bergerac and Penelope l(ei th as the
Queen of  France. "What would i t
tal<e for vou to l<iss me?" asl<s de
Bergerac. "Chloroform" repl ies the
Queen. For th is v iewer at  least ,  Er ic
in t ights,  pointy shoes and a long
nose is the v is ion which comes to
mind most readi lv whenever ce
Bergerac's name is mentioned.

Dim memories of that s l<etch
may provide one reason why Flemish
composer Robert  Herberigs'
symphonic poem for horn and
orchestra, Cyrano de Bergerac is so
l i t t le l (nown in the ul<: perhaps we
just  can' t  ta l<e i t  ser iously!  And that
is a pi ty,  because i t  is  an engaging
and dramat ic wor l< for  horn and
large orchestra wr i t ten in rgrz in a
stv le reminiscent of  Dukas with a
splash of Ti l l  Eulenspiegelthrown in
for good measure. l t  is one of the
earl iest orchestral  worl<s in the long
l l fe of  an extraordinary man who
combined the careers of composer,
opera cond uctor,  professional art ist
and wri ter  of  popular f ic t ion.  The
f irst  performance of Cyranowas
given by the Chent horn player
Charles Heylbroecl< and in the r95os
it  received i ts f i rst  recording in a
performance by Maurice van
Bocxstaele. Van Bocxstaele was
Heylbroel<'s pupi l  and a player whom
Edmond Leloir  rated at  least  as
h ig h ly as Den n is Bra in.  Cyrano is
today represented in the (D
<atalogue by a s ingle recording made
in 1995 by Van Bocxstaele 's pupi l

André van Driessche. Among i ts
present-day champions is Jeroen
Bi l l iet ,  a young Belgian who l i l<e
Herber igs has already pursued a
mult i - faceted career,  in his case as
professional horn player,  teacher and
t ireless researcher into Belqian horn
playing history.

Cyrano de Bergerac, played
f lawlessly on a Van Cauwelaert  F
piston horn was the centrepiece of a
reci tal  which Bi l l iet  gave recent ly as
part  of  h is f inal  submission for the
t i t le of  "Laureatd of  the Orpheus
Inst i tute" in Chent.  The rest  of  h is
reci tal  also consisted of l i t t le- l<nown
pieces by Belgian composers and
ranged from the Fantaisie by Mart in-
Joseph Mengal,  p layed on hand horn,
through to the Chant d'Automneby
Robert  Cui l lemyn played on a 193o
Alexander.  The reci ta l  a lso included
a performance of the Introduction,
Theme and Variations for two horns
by Louis-Henr i  Merck,  which was
notable less for  the music i tsel f  than
for the fact  that  Bi l l iet  and Marc De
Merl ier  p layed i t  on mid-r9th
Century "Modèle Mercl<" i  nstru ments
made by Mahi l lon wi th just  two
valves.  Whi le these instruments
were common dur ing the t ransi t ionàl

period between hand horns and
valve horns, surviving two-valvers in
worl<ing order are rare and to hear
them played with such expert ise is
ra rer st i  I  I .

In wr i t ing about Herber ig 's
Cyrano de Bergerac, I have
shamelessly plundered the second
part  of  Jeroen Bi l l iet 's  submission for
his Laureate.  This is a detai led
account of zoo Years of Belgian
Horn history and a work which
<hronicles this hi therto neglected
area of the instrument 's
development wi th enthusiasm and
authori ty.  The performers, their
instruments,  their  teachers and the
music they played are al l  descr ibed
with oassion and the interviews
which the author conducted with
old-t ime Belgian players are
entertaining and reveal ing.  Readers
cur ious to f ind out more about a
fascinat ing by-road of horn history
can obtain a copy of  th is eminent ly
readable d issertat ion d i rect ly from
the author at www.corecole.be, pr ice
f lgfor the bool<,3CDs and a CD Rom
and Jeroen asks anyone with any
addi t ional  informat ion about Belgian
horn players in England to contact
him at  jeroen.bi l  I  iet@corecole.be.
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SnTRLEY HoPKtNs
Horn, Wagner Tuba, Vienna Horn and Alphorn

.  Horn and Wagner tuba lessons

. Beginners to advanced welcome

. Problems with product ion or breathing? Try my natural  playing methods.

.  Group coaching avai lable Íor horns and Wagner tubas.

.  Set oÍ Alexander Waoner tubas avai lable Íor hire.

I am interested in starting a group in the
SE London area for get-togethers from

time to time to play horn ensemble music
for fun, such as quartets, sextets,

octets etc. Possibly in two sectíons -
elementaty and advanced.

Contact me on: 020 8289 8864



Belgian horn plagers
in Britain: musical
migrants from a
small countrg
bg Jeroen Biltiet

I  n r8to,  a r iot  which fo l lowed a

I Brussels performance of Auber 's
t opera La Muette de Portici

spar l<ed Belgium's quest for
independence from Hol land. This
was eventual ly achieved when a
peace sett lement which cal led for
Queen Victor ia 's uncle,  Pr ince
Leopold of Saxe-Coburg, to be
crowned l ( ing of  the Belgians was
agreed. Leopold was quicl< to see
the need to revolut ionise his
u nderdeveloped l<i  ngdom,
introducing the f i rst  ra i lways in
mainland Europe and copying
Bri ta in 's industr ia l  system. His
extremely l iberal  laws encouraged
investors to apply a ruthless
capi ta l is t  model though for many
years this created not wealth,  but
extreme poverty for most Belgians
and i t  was not unt i l  the turn of  the
zoth (entury that the si tuat ion
began to improve.

The l ( ing was also determined to
introduce è proper system of musical
educat ion,  wi th musi< schools in
Brussels,  L iège, Chent and elsewhere,
but music ians remained very poor ly
paid, and even those with f ixed
posi t ions in mi l i tary bands found
survival  a struggle.  Nevertheless,  by
r84o, a whole generat ion of  br i l l iant
music ians had appeared, and foreign
con(ert  organisers regular ly poached
talented youngsters f rom Belgian
orchestras and bands in the years
after their  graduat ion.  Many went
to France as the Belgians shared not
only a language but much of  their
cul tural  l i fe and musical  sty le wi th
their  southern neighbour,  but  others
went fur ther af ie ld.

The prospect of  h igher salar ies in
Br i ta in was undoubtedly an
attra(t ion,  but there was another
reèson why The United l ( ingdom was
a popular dest inat ion for  Belgian
horn players.

U nt i l  about r8zs.  Br i t ish
orchestral  horn players favoured the
natural  horn over the valved
instrument and, al though Belgian
players were mainly t ra ined for the
valve horn f rom the r84os onwards,
most st i l l  learned hand horn s l<i l ls
and would have been able to adapt
easi ly to Br i t ish orchestral
^\ /^^-+\+'  ^6 -E^PELLO LrUl t ) .

Many Belgian players got their
f i rst  taste of  Engl ish musical  l i fe
tour ing wi th the band of  the Belgian
Cuides, an org4nisat ion which made
several  v is i ts dur ing the znd hal f  of
the rgth Century.  Among their
number were almost certainly the
horn players Jean-Désirée Artót
(r8o3 -  t887),  Louis-Henr i  Mercl<
(r83r -  rgoo),  Char les-Modeste Simar
(rBr9 -  r894) Alphonse Stenebruggen
(t824 -  r895) and his brother Jules
(t83r -  af ter  r87z).  5ome, including

Simar and the Stenebruggens then
obtained posi t ions in the orchestra
for the immensely fashionable
.on.ert< Drr t  ón hv thg cOndUCtOf

Louis Jul l ien.  With his br ight ly
coloured waistcoats,  h is immaculate
white gloves, his bejewel led baton
and his immense f la i r  for
showmanship,  Jul l ien and his
concerts were phenomenal ly popular
in Victor ian England and offered
excel  lent  employment opportu n i t ies
for players.

Simar played for Jul l ien f rom
r854 to r857 and was jo ined by Jules
Stenebruggen in r857, Alphonse
tool< part  in Jul l ien's US tour of  r853-
+, but then worked on the cont lnent
unt i l  r88o, when he returned to
London to play in a ser ies of concerts
with some of the most dist inguished
musicians of  the day. According to
the Belgian per iodical ,  Le 6uide
Musicale:

Our compatriot Mr A.
Steenebruggen, the famous horn
player, who is at this moment in
London, has been invited to play at
the principal musical gatherings, and
everywhere he goes, he is a great
<tt((c<s Nofahlv <o in the Floral
Hall and in the Steinway Hall, where

he played a Romance by Saint-Saens
accompanied by the composer He
has - amongst other things - been the
partner of Mr Chailes Hallé and Mme
Norman-Neruda for à trio by Brahms.

Alphonse Stenebruggen
Photo: Baden-Baden City Archive

This performance of  the Brahms
Trio,  said by the horn histor ian WFH
Blandford to have been the f  i rst  in
England was a piece with which
Stenebruggen seems to have been
part icular ly associated: he was an
exper ienced performer on the hand
horn, the instrument for  which
Brahms intended i t  and knew the
composer f rom summer seasons
spent plàying in the orchestra at
Baden-Baden. There is even
<ircumstant ia l  evidence to suggest
that <omposer and horn player
worked on the piece together.  On
the strength of  these performances.

Stenebruggen was appointed
pr incipal  horn at  Covent Carden
though he had returned to Strasburg
before r885.

Among Stenebrugqen's orh '
concerts dur ing the rBBo t- .  '  .

one in which he ro

in perforn-a-c -
and Hunlr t  S: l : . : '  : -  - - : , -  5

Mus .-  -  -  : -  -  S--  à-  aent ical
progr--r-  - r  i^ .TÊ rac featured
anoihe: 3e,gran horn player,  Pierre
Van HaLrte (r824 -  rB8z),  and i t  is
^^-- ik l^ 

+L-- f  l - ,^  l - . - .1 
-POssrDre rnar ne nac recommencec

Stenebruggen for the concert .  Var
Haute had studied with Mart in-

Joseph Mengal in Chent before
gaining a rst  Pr ize in Cal lay '< (  èss èt
the Par is Conservatoire and the



posi t ion of  pr incipal  horn at  the c i ty 's
Opèra (omique.

Pierre Van Haute <irca r8óo
Photo: Royal Ghent Conservatoire
Library

A photograph of  h im, taken
around r8óo shows a man who was
clearly far f rom wealthy: the r ight
arm of his coat is ser iously damaged,
with a large tear at  the shoulder.  ln
the hope, perhaps, of improving his
f inancial  posi t ion,  he t r ied his lucl< in
England, where his name began to
àppear on concert  programmes both
as "Van Haute" and in i ts French
translat ion,  "Du Bois".  By r8ó7, he
was among the best music ians in
London when Jules Riv ière hired him
to play f i rst  horn for a ser ies of
concerts in the Alhambra Theatre in
Leicester Square.  ln t87t  he was
l iv ing in the capi ta l  wi th his wi fe,
and he played in concerts at Covent
Carden in f t13,  but dur ing the r87os
he frequent ly worl<ed in Manchester.
Dur ing t87t-z he played third horn in
the Hal lé Orchestra and in t875
succeeded Paquis as i ts pr incipal .  l t
is  to be hoped that by th is t ime, his
f inancial  posi t ion had become
suff  ic ient lv se(ure for  h im to af ford a
new jacl<et !

A Belgian-born horn player who
had a longer last ing ef fect  on Br i t ish
r,nusical  l i fe was Henri -Louis
Vandermeerschen, (r8óó -  t934) the
son of  a f ishmonaer who studied at

the Brussels Conservatoire under
Mercl<,  winning tst  Pr ize for  horn in
r885. Eugene Goossens, a former
<ol league of  h is in Belgium, then
invi ted him to London to play in the
Carl  Rosa Opera Company where he
spent f ive years as the ensemble's
pr incipal  horn.  There he met and
marr ied Annetta Laubach, the
pr incipal  contral to,  helping to mal<e
his move to the United l ( incdom
more Permanenr.

I t  was as a member of  the
Queen's Hal l  Orchei t ra that
Vandermeerschen made his marl<: on

3o September 19o3, the orchestra
was thrown into confusion when
Robert Newman, the orchestral
manager announced that the
freelance players wou ld henceforth
be put on annual  contracts and could
no longer send deput ies to
rehearsals.  +ó of the players
resigned immediately and a
commit tee of  s ix,  including
Vandermeerschen was formed to
recrui t  music ians for a new
organisat ion which was to become
the London Symphony Orchestra.
When Adolf  Borsdorf  had to stop
playing f i rst  horn,  Vandermeerschen
shared the pr incipal 's  job wi th
Thomas Busby and played with the
LSO unt i l  r93z when i l l -heal th forced
his ret i rement.

Raymond Meert (c.r88o - c.r95o)
was from a sl ight ly younger
qenerat ion than Va ndermeerschen

and studied with Char les Heylbroecl<
in Ghent,  where he obtained a rst
Prize in r9o3. By tgo7, he had
moved to Glasgow, where he played

3rd horn to Al f  Brain in the Scott ish
Orchestra and the fol lowing year
became sect ion pr incipal  when Brain
moved to London. A further move
to Manchester in r9ró saw him
become rst  horn in the Hal lé
Orchestra,  a post he held unt i l  r938,
with a breal< of three years from
193+ - 1937 when he played 3rd to
Alan Hyde. Dur ing his t ime in
Manchester,  he also played f i rst  horn
with the Liverpool  Phi lharmonic
Society and, on róth February, t928,
was soloist  in Mozart 's 3rd horn
con(erto with the Hal lé at the Free
Trade Hal l .  From 943 - i9+5 Meert
returned to the orchestra to help out
as ath horn. Blandford heard him
play and descr ibed him as" gui te

Founding members of  the London
Symphony Orchestra at  the
Worcester Festiva | (<u rrently
displayed at the Barbican Centre,
London).  Vandermeerschen
stands at  the r ight  on the back
row. His trademark spectacles
with blue lenses can be made out
in the photograph,

Photo:  London Symphony
Orchestra
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good, with a fine command of the
high register, though like other
braves Belges he is over-fond of the
B-flat alto crook".

Throughout his career,  he played

on a s ingle horn made by Mahi l lon,
the Belgian manufacturer who from
r844 unt i l  1922 maintained a branch
in London.

ln t9tz,  Frédér ic Coedert ier ,
another Heylbroe<k pupi l  jo ined

Meert  as znd horn in the Scott ish
Orchestra.  He was sl ight ly older,
having won a znd Pr ize at  Chent in
r893 and his appointment may have

been at  the invi tat ion of  e i ther

Meert  h imsel f  or  of  the orchestra 's
Belgian leader,  Henr i  Verbrugghen. .

He does not seem to have sett led,
for  in ryt4,  he emigrated to New
Yorl<.  Whether he found the Br i t ish
freelance way of  l i fe di f f icul t  to cope

with is not recorded, though 44
years ear l ier ,  Le Guide Musicalehad
warned i ts readers that :

The Ul( (and London in particular)

wil l soon become the magical place

for all travelling musicians. Those
who move fastest are already trying

to get contrdcts. Soon there will be
ten thousand of them, of whom there
might be a hundred who wil l be able
to achieve the goal of their visit to
this city: the others will return with
nothing, with empty pockets and
disillusioned ds never before.

Meert  was the last  h igh-prof i le
Belgian horn player to wor l< in
Br i ta in and, s ince the r9óos, the Ul<
has become a net exDorter of  horn
players.  Some, including RAM
professor Pip Eastop have even held
posts in Belgium, but the Belgian
nat lon's contr ibut ion to the mix f rom
which the Br i t ish horn sty le
developed is one which should not be
forgotten.

Jeroen Bi l l iet

leroen Billiet (born Tielt, West-Flanders,
Belgium 1977) studied the horn at the Royal
Conservatoires of Ghent and Brussels with
Luc Bergé. He took masterclasses with
André Van Driessche, Froydis Ree Wekre,
Ulrich Hiibner and Claude Maury as well as
lessons with other leading players.

In 2oo1 he passed the final exam for
horn with great distinction in Brussels, and
obtained the degrees of Master in Music and
lvlaster of Music Education in the same year.

Since 1999 he has been a freelance-
player with several orchestras (including
Prima La Musica, I Fiamminghi, Flemish

Opera, Flanders Symphony Orchestra,
I'Opéra Royal de Wallonie . . . ).

During his studies he took a pdrticular
interest in historical performance practice,
taking up the natural horn in 1999. From
then, he played and toured with some of
Europe's finest ensembles performing on
period instruments: I'Orchestre des Champs
Elysées (Philippe Herreweghe), Lles
Agrémens, Concerto Kóln, Anima Eterna
(Jos Van lmmerseel), Il Fondamento (Paul
Dombrecht), les Musiciens du Louvre-
Grenoble (Marc Minkowski) . . . mostly as
principal horn. On a regular basis he can be
heard in recitals or chamber music. His
interests stretch from the early baroque
horn to the modern horn.

Besides this, he is teacher of horn
at the conservàtoires of Tielt, Bruges and
Oudenaarde.

Since zoot he has worked on an
academic post-graduate study at the
Orpheus Instituut in Ghent, and obtained
the title of "Laureate of the Orpheus
institute" con brio in June >oo8.
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