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All in the Family: 20th Anniversary Gala for FOG

2026 International Handel Festival Gottingen

In the year 2020, the venerable International
Handel Festival Gottingen reached its 100th-year
anniversary. Alas, the extensive celebration had
to be cancelled thanks to the Covid epidemic. But
the Festival, the oldest of three Handel festivals
in Germany, persevered. Soon back to its annual
tradition of presenting at least one staged Handel
opera each year, often a rarity, it continued this
year with the stunning success of Handel’s final
opera Deidamia.

Also this year, at the head of the season, came
the spirited Gala Concert at the Stadthalle Goéttingen
celebrating an occasion of almost equal import, the
20th-year anniversary of the founding of the Festival’s
very own orchestra, FestspielOrchester Gottingen,
known simply as “FOG.” The theme of the Festival
this year was ENTICEMENT, and a letter from the
Gottinger Handel-Gesellschaft whetted our appetites
well in advance: “This concert honors the orchestra
that has enticed us to listen to Handel’s music for
decades, encouraging us to hear it again and again
and to understand it anew.”
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Nicholas McGegan, then Artistic Director
of the Festival, founded this Baroque orchestra
in 2006. Laurence Cummings took over in 2012,
followed by George Petrou in 2022, who conducted
this year’s Gala Concert. As the program notes of
this sparkling occasion reaffirmed, “FOG has since
dedicated itself to historically informed performance
practice and in particular to the operas and oratorios
of George Frideric Hiandel.”
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What could be better? As the late and revered critic
Andrew Porter has stated:

Handel was perhaps the greatest and most
successful theater composer not only of his age but
of any age. In some forty Italian operas and twenty
English music dramas, Handel gave expression to
Jjust about the full range of human experience....
and he composed so abundantly that there are
likely to be new adventures in store all life long
for even the most assiduous Handelian.

FOG, happily, should have plenty of opportunities in the
future to keep busy.

The first time I had encountered Nicholas McGegan
was many years ago in 1985 conducting (and directing)
Teseo for the Boston Early Music Festival, then in its
infancy. A review from the Boston Globe was effusive:

Where he excelled was in leading the orchestra,
which responded to his direction with exceptional
energy, character and finesse. McGegan has the
gift of communicating his understanding and
enjoyment of the music both to his musicians and
to the audience.

And likewise from the New York Times:

The Festival Orchestra played beautifully,
and the exuberant joy that could be read on
Mr. McGegan's face could also be heard in the
lively rhythm and the verve for detail, for shaped
phrases, for expressive solos.

These words were prophetic, for such were the
qualities that Nic, as I would come to know him, brought
from his own San Francisco based Philharmonia
Baroque Orchestra to the creation of FOG in Gottingen.
As he wrote in that 2006 premiere program book, “for
the first time, the Festival will have its own orchestra,
bringing together the very finest musicians from around
the world who perform on period instruments.” One of
these musicians, a good friend and principal cellist from
Boston, Phoebe Carrai summed it all up well:

Nic McGegan was the inspiration and put
Elizabeth Blumenstock, our concert mistress,
and me in charge of hiring the string section...
We ended up with incredible players, an
amazing group of humans from 14 different
countries (who have really become an extended
family over the years) and an orchestra that
had a sound that was paralleled by none.

Indeed it is the “familial” nature of this Festival
itself that I’d like to emphasize. Over the years I got
to know Nic well, especially as I brought groups to
Gottingen from Opera con Brio on two occasions,
gathering often around his favorite hangout (and ours),
the Nudelhaus House, at the center of town. Nor will
I ever forget his playful antics before a Teseo in 2011,
his final performance conducting FOG, feigning in a
video being just a bit late to the theater, as though to
a family gathering. But then from the right side of the
house, he arrived right on time, buoyant and beaming
per usual, to begin conducting the opera.

The last performance I heard him conduct was in
NYC almost a decade later on February 17, 2020, just a
month before the Covid epidemic caused cancellations
world-wide. There he conducted a scintillating concert
performance of Rinaldo with the acclaimed Juiliard415
original instrument ensemble at The Juilliard
School.  He had been scheduled to bring this elite
group to Gottingen’s 100th Anniversary Festival that
spring; alas because of Covid, he would not have the
opportunity to feign once again arriving just a bit late!

Next guiding FOG after Mr. McGegan’s exit,
was one of Britain’s most revered exponents of
historical performance, conductor and renowned
harpsichordist Laurence Cummings, Artistic
Director of the London Handel Festival since 1999,
who over the years also became a valued friend. His
programming in Gottingen exemplified his vision and
talent, from an enchanting Amidigi in his first year
(2012), to the underrated Faramondo in 2014. At
that time I wrote, “FOG and its esteemed conductor
communicated on a level of music making often
sought but rarely achieved.”
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Under his direction, more treats followed such
as Handel’s charming late-career “operetta” Imeneo
in 2016. For this, Maestro Cummings added dance
music, including two harpsichord suites orchestrated
for FOG to accompany the production’s elegant,
stylized Baroque dancers. More rare and innovative
productions ensued such as Lotario in 2017 and
Rodrigo in 2019. After the 2020 Festival had to be
cancelled, these and all other operas under Maestro
Cummings’ tenure with FOG scheduled to be shown
at that festival, later became available on line, which
was some consolation during that very difficult year.

In 2022, renowned Greek conductor George
Petrou was appointed Artistic Director of the
Festival, and his first task was as both conductor and
director for a daring new contemporary production
of Giulio Cesare. Although I had seen Mr. Petrou
on numerous occasions conducting Handel in both
Vienna and at the Karlsruhe Handel Festival, it was
not until the next year, 2023, that I first heard him
in Gottingen conducting two of Handel’s greatest
English musical dramas — the tragic Hercules in
concert and the buoyant Semele staged at the intimate
Deutsches Theater, home to all operas in Gottingen.
As I wrote at the time:

‘Hercules,’ thanks to an outstanding cast
and the stylish and idiomatic conducting
of Festival Artistic Director George Petrou
leading the FestspielOrchester Goéttingen
(FOG) and the NDR Vokalensemble, was
perhaps the most vibrant and crisp of all
performances of this monumental work that
I have ever experienced.

In the Festival titled “Kaleidoskop,” in
2024, the principal opera he spliced together was
Sarrasine, an innovative pasticcio combining the
19" century novella by Balzac with mostly unknown
and hitherto unperformed music by Handel. It was
worth the trip from Boston in itself.

And so now to this year’s Gala Concert.
Actor Volker Muthmann introduced the evening
with entertaining flare. Next, another speaker
offered words of praise, dubbing Maestro Petrou
“a volcano.” This might seem a strange metaphor,
but not really as one experienced the creativity
flowing from the man, exemplified not only in this
year’s Deidamia, but also in his “enticing” and
imaginative Gala celebration.

Maestro Petrou conducting FOG

Photo: Frank Stefan Kimmel
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As the anniversary program noted, the concert
“illuminated the musical world of Handel’s time
from a European perspective.” And so it did, centered
around the three musical icons of that generation,
George Frideric Handel and Johann Sebastian Bach,
each born in 1685, and their French contemporary
Jean-Philippe Rameau, born only two years earlier.
The program featured a suite of instrumental passages
from Rameau’s bright and inventive score for Les
Indes galantes, with plentiful timpani and trumpets in
passages like the opening “Entrée des quatre Nations”
and the penultimate “Danse du grand calumet.”
Highlights also included the serenely contemplative
music of “Adoratio du Soleil,” and the magnificent final
Chaconne, perhaps the most formal of all the dances in
the work, which provided a luminous close to the suite.

Two brilliant suites by Bach followed: Overtures
3 and 4 in D Major, one before and the other just
following the intermission. Each helped to maintain
the ceremonial flow of the evening, the first with the
lively thrust of the opening fugue, the second with its
folk-like dance, a stately Bourrée. Its final movement,
“Réjouissance” (“Rejoicing”) was played with equal
¢lan, an apt introduction to what we heard next,
Handel’s festive Music for the Royal Fireworks.

But the evening was not over yet. It concluded
with a world premiere for the occasion, a vibrant piece
called Parea by FOG’s own harpsichordist Hanneke
van Proosdij, using the Greek word that refers to a
close-knit circle of friends who gather regularly to
enjoy each other’s company and exchange ideas. Her
comments in the program seemed not only to reflect
archetypal patterns for pieces we had just heard, but
also, and more importantly, the very essence of what
FOG is all about:

In ‘Parea,’ I celebrate the two defining
characteristics of the FOG: their pursuit of
musical excellence and their profound sense of
camaraderie. The composition was developed
through a collaborative process with Artistic
Director George Petrou—whose vast experience
with new music is invaluable — as well as several

individual members of the orchestra. The
piece opens with a burst of rhythmic energy
and bold trumpet calls, signaling a communal
gathering. This transitions into a reflective,
dreamy middle section designed to highlight
the delicate colors and lyrical capabilities
of the orchestra’s softer voices. The work
concludes in a spirited ‘dance of celebration,’
bringing the full ensemble together to honor
the joy of making music together.

As if this were not enough, members of FOG
invited us to an “after-show party” presented
on various makeshift stages in the building,
showcasing in three diverse short programs what
united the musicians - “curiosity, a love of playing,
and a desire to connect musically with each other
and with ... the audience.”

First came Reeling in the Fog, Irish & Scottish
folk music from Handel’s time and today; second,
Jazzy Riffs, a chamber-music excursion into the
worlds of jazz, blues, and tango; and third, Musica
Globus, a fascinating survey of works by Telemann
alongside traditional songs and dances of Slovakia
and Europe preserved in Baroque manuscripts.
Unfortunately, recovering from a long twenty-four
hours of travel, I was not able to attend all three
performances. But in the first, a semi-circle of

Reeling in the Fog Photo: Frank Stefan Kimmel
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enthusiastic, floor-tapping members of the audience I am thrilled that we get to celebrate our
swayed to the often familiar folk rhythms from orchestra this year, our 20" anniversary, with
the ensemble of five. Three of them were fresh from all of our Gottingen fans and friends. For me,
the evening’s exercise as FOG musicians: Catherine personally, it became my favorite and most
Aglibut (violin); Dasa Valentova (principal viola); and important musical home. I am positive that |
Hanneke von Proosdij (keyboard). am not alone in my thinking.

And there was Phoebe, cello put aside, swaying  All in the Family indeed!
in the audience too. As one of FOG’s co-founders and
as long-time principal continuo, she concluded her
comments in the program book:

Maestro Petrou and the members of FOG receive well deserved applause at the Gala Concert
Photo: Frank Stefan Kimmel
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