Obituary

Brian Wightman (1942 – 2007)

On the morning of 15th July, a couple of hours before he was to leave for yet another holiday exploring the Greek islands, Brian Wightman was killed in a car accident. The previous evening he had played the last opera of his forty-first season at English National Opera and was looking forward to his retirement in October.

Brian played in the Essex Youth Orchestra before studying at Trinity College of Music under Vernon Elliott. Vernon’s teaching was a lifelong inspiration to Brian as was the playing of Gwydion Brooke.

At the age of 24, Brian was appointed Principal Bassoon with the Sadler’s Wells Opera Company which later became the English National Opera when it moved to the London Coliseum. He made a note of each opera in which he performed and at his death he had reached a total of just over 200.

He thought it essential not to restrict his playing solely to opera and he savoured his performances on the concert platform. He was, in his early years, a regular deputy for Gwydion Brooke in the Philharmonia and he featured on many recordings with Sid Sax’s National Philharmonic Orchestra. He was a founder member of the London Concert Orchestra with which he continued to play regularly. Sundays were often spent playing with the Brighton Philharmonic Orchestra. He was also proud to be a founder member of the Nash Ensemble and we are lucky that we can still listen to his wonderful playing on their recordings of all of the major repertoire for wind ensemble, with and without piano, many of which are still available on CD.

For many years he was Professor of Bassoon at Trinity College of Music where he also coached chamber music. He always spoke enthusiastically of his work there and I know his students appreciated his dedication and commitment. He had an encyclopaedic knowledge of alternative and trill fingerings, which he was always happy to share.

In the 17 glorious years that I spent sitting next to Brian at ENO, I was constantly surprised by examples of his famous eccentricity. If a conductor was asking him to play excessively quietly, he might ostentatiously use a brightly coloured handkerchief as a mute in the bell joint of his bassoon, and on more than one occasion he took a shoe off and put it over the bell! I grew accustomed, on a Friday or Saturday night, to him leaning over at the end of the overture and whispering, ‘I feel a curry coming on’ a prelude to a small group of us invading an Indian restaurant after the performance.

Once when rehearsing Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherazade, he was complaining that the cadenza in the second movement was printed ridiculously small. At the performance, a few seconds before this passage, he rummaged around in his bassoon case and produced a huge sheet of paper with the music on it enlarged eight times. Keeping a straight face he proceeded to play the passage with great accuracy and bravura. His powers of concentration were extraordinary and his dedication to and enthusiasm for his art were total.

His playing had a velvety smooth warmth, and any tune was always delivered with a singing, lyrical tone, often imaginatively phrased and with more rubato than lesser mortals would have the nerve to use. His thoughtful, stylish playing has been a great inspiration to many colleagues.

Brian’s attention to detail and his ceaseless quest for perfection extended beyond his music to his various passing obsessions. When the Rubik’s cube was in fashion, he had soon memorised several ways to solve it and could do it in a couple of minutes, sometimes carrying on a conversation at the same time. He would spend countless hours doing battle with his computer chess and then, suddenly, his attention would pass to something different.

He used to have a boat on the Thames which he called ‘Florestan’ after the hero in Beethoven’s opera Fidelio. Trips on that boat were always eventful and memorable. He had a pilot’s licence and flew with the Elstree Flying Club. He was a keen bird watcher and would be very proud if he could let you know that he could add a new bird to the list of species he had seen.

Brian was married from 1972 till 1998 to the bassoonist Joanna Graham who he met playing tennis. He leaves behind two children: Tim and Luci.
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