
Written towards the end of the composer’s life, Rossini’s Petite Messe Solennelle exudes the 

tunefulness which secured the enduring popularity of his operas.  It would be wrong, 

however, for a performance of the Petite Messe to concentrate only on the operatic.  As is 

often the case in a composer’s maturity, Rossini brought to bear on this masterpiece all of the 

skills learned throughout a long career – in particular elegant counterpoint and acute 

sensitivity to text, skills which he developed in his youth through an intimate knowledge of 

the mass settings of his forebears, Haydn and Mozart, whose influence is evident in every 

section of this work.  

The Thames Philharmonic Choir, under director John Bate, brought out the multi-faceted  

characteristics of Rossini’s work.  The well-balanced choir coped well with the intricate 

counterpoint and sudden shifts of tonality, as well as with the more chordal calls to attention 

which occur at strategic points and demand precision.   

Rossini calls for four soloists;  each sings alone for entire sections as well as within the 

quartet, and at times supported by the choir.  Soprano Louise Fuller, whose voice is pure 

delight, enthralled listeners with her two major solos – demonstrating drama as well as 

elegant lyricism.  The rich alto voice of Polly Leech did full justice to Rossini’s moving 

closing movement, the Agnus Dei, and soprano and alto soloists seemed to work as one to 

interpret the duet in the Qui Tollis section of the Gloria.  Tenor Adam Tunnicliffe, highly 

experienced in opera, rendered the Domine Deus with entirely appropriate drama, and bass 

Michael Bundy employed a huge range of tone colours to portray the varying emotions 

inherent in music and text.   

For the premiere of the Petite Messe, which took place in Paris, Rossini scored the 

accompaniment for two pianos and harmonium, though he later wrote an orchestral version.  

Saturday’s performance used the original accompaniment, and this allowed us to appreciate 

the composer’s skilled writing for piano - performed by Max Barley, recently-appointed as 

the Choir’s rehearsal accompanist and assistant to John Bate, and Ben Costello, and to hear 

the harmonium – now a relatively rare instrument.  Fittingly, the one hired for this 

performance and expertly played by Andrew Lenon was a veteran Paris instrument.  An 

eccentricity of the work is the inclusion of a piano solo into the second half.  This was 

beautifully rendered by Ben Costello, who employed a huge range of dynamic levels and tone 

colours in a very controlled and highly musical interpretation of a rather puzzling little 

section of the score.   

This was a magnificent, well-balanced and rounded performance, and a thoroughly enjoyable 

one.  
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