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spira mirabilis

Spira Mirabilis, says opinion, is a band 
of revolutionaries setting out to 
overthrow the musical establishment. 
They refuse to conform to accepted 

programming norms; they break free from 
the confines of the concert hall, taking music 
to the masses in their outdoor flashmob gigs. 
They take a stand against autocracy by banish-
ing conductors. They are ready to take on 
anything thrown at them. They are the future 
of the orchestra.

‘No we’re not,’ says Spira Mirabilis. 
When I met them, near the end of their spell 

as resident ensemble at the Aldeburgh Festival, 
they would – firmly, if somewhat apologetical-
ly given they are getting the kind of reception 
that others would sell their Guarneris for – 
return to the subject time and time again.

‘The problem,’ says horn player Francesco 
Bossaglia, ‘is that often the more spectacular 
aspects of our work come to the front and the 
very important ones are misunderstood. So 
maybe people write about not playing with a 
conductor, or this thing we do with flashmob. 
This is a bit of a problem because it kind of cre-
ates a misunderstanding.’

These young European professionals as-
sembled as an orchestra for the first time in 
Formigine, a small town near Modena in Italy. 
Their aim was simply to spend lots of time – 
much more time than would be available in 
regular professional rehearsals – getting to 
know core repertoire. They would not be paid, 
but in the process the players would gain a 
thorough insight into the rehearsal process and 
become better, more self-sufficient musicians. 

‘My personal view,’ says Bossaglia, ‘is the 
modern classical musician today must have 
this kind of knowledge, he must be able to read 
the score, he must be able to make a decision, 
he must be historically informed, he must be 
someone who has an interest in what he does.’ 

The whole Spira project is founded on this 
idea of self-improvement and it is the real 
reason that the group doesn’t use conduc-
tors. As principal violin Lorenza Borrani 

explains: ‘It’s always written that we are the 
orchestra who don’t play with a conductor, 
or don’t need a conductor. But this is not the 
point. Doing this project we see more about 
the role of the conductor, how interesting 
his job is. We should all do it, all musicians 
should study how to do it.’

Timoti Fregni, also a violinist, is more 
forthright: ‘It’s not a circus – we don’t just want 
to show you we can play without a conductor.’ 
He is discussing the group’s working methods 
after the second of their concerts at Snape 
Maltings Concert Hall (these post-concert 
Q&A sessions are another regular feature). A 
fair number in the packed house would have 
seen the group give one of its informal pop-up 
shows a few days earlier in Aldeburgh and 
been encouraged to attend the concert as a 
result. These events, where the players perform 

from positions throughout the audience, are 
almost guaranteed to get the cynics sneering. 
Talk about a circus act! But Fregni insists that, 
as with everything they do, there is a serious 
musical reason. The Snape audience hear him 
describe how it started out as an ensemble 
listening exercise – putting players in unfamil-
iar spatial relationships with one another, and 
with distractions everywhere, makes it crucial 
that concentration is maintained for the piece 
to be safely negotiated. 

He admits it is fun to do, and the festival 
organisers will have been delighted with the 
buzz they helped create. The players too must 
have been delighted with the way they were wel-
comed. But Aldeburgh, which runs a year-round 
programme of musician residencies, has served 
them well in a way that goes beyond applause. 

‘I would say that the greatest thing about 

Not the Messiah
Its performances are fresh and committed, its players are motivated and it is acclaimed wherever it goes. And yet 
the members of Spira Mirabilis reject the notion that they are launching a new orchestral model, writes Toby Deller
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