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Oxford, England – Recently I was invited to attend a Gaudy.  It was being held here at Christ Church College, which I had attended studying for a Masters degree forty years ago.  I had been back to Oxford twice since then, once with my older daughter, who had been born here in 1974, and, most recently, about 18 months ago to attend a dinner at Christ Church.  
The trip with my daughter had been bittersweet, because I was gravely ill at the time and had been told that I had only one more year to live.  During that visit, she had taken good care of me and did all the driving even though it was her first time back in Britain since leaving at age 2.  Returning as a teenager, she did well driving on the left and navigating the narrow British roads.  Although we had stopped in Oxford to look at Christ Church, I was too weak to walk much.  Mostly we wanted to visit the house and neighborhood where we had lived so that she could understand her British heritage.
On this visit I was traveling with my wife.  Thanks to the generosity of a family whom we did not know at the time, I had received a life-saving heart transplant operation exactly 23 years to the day earlier.  I was now in excellent health, and we were, therefore, in a celebratory mood.  Christ Church did not disappoint.  We were guests for this special event, billed as a “Benefactor’s Gaudy.”  It turns out that if an alumni donates a certain amount of money over the years to Christ Church, that person is treated very well.  I am not sure what the threshold is for such perks, but apparently I had qualified.
The word gaudy, if you google it, is described as “marked by extravagance.”  In the context of Oxford University, it is a traditional college feast based on a Commercium (drinking) song, Gaudeamus Igitur (Let Us Rejoice).  In our Gaudy, roughly 250 or so of us benefactor types and guests were treated to a full day of events at Christ Church, including “behind-the-scenes” tours of the cathedral and the gardens (which served as the inspiration for Alice in Wonderland).  There was also an interesting lecture on the events leading up to the Russian Revolution one hundred years ago and a wonderful “narropera” featuring three performers doing Mozart’s Cosi fan tutte.
I assume that if you are like me, you never heard of a narropera.   It is a new art form in which a small number of artists present a traditional opera using narration to set the scene for a series of arias sung by one singer accompanied, in this case, only by piano and violin.  It was a superbly entertaining performance - at least to this opera neophyte.  Many of the others in attendance with us were experienced opera-goers who uniformly gushed about this narropera.  I will be discussing this further in a future column.
The highlight of a Christ Church gaudy is a formal, black-tie dinner held in the large, very old dining hall of the college, called The Hall. This is where Christ Church undergraduates have for centuries eaten their meals, and where several scenes from Harry Potter were filmed.  Paintings of “prominent” former graduates dating back to the college’s founder, Henry VIII, hang on all four walls.  I kept imagining that these fellows (all male except for one recent woman) ready to pounce with criticism if I were to engage in some social faux pas.  There are three long parallel rows of wooden tables the length of the hall, perhaps 100 yards long.  In front, raised and perpendicular to the rows, there is a “high table” where dignitaries and college officials dine.  On this occasion, no one was seated at high table, presumably because everyone was a “dignitary.”  Even the Dean of Christ Church, the head of The House (as Christ Church is called) sat with us at one of the long tables for this occasion.  The tables were all adorned with candles and floral arrangements - it was a spectacularly ornate occasion.  The meal was equal to the occasion - a gourmet feast of seven courses, each “paired” with appropriate wines served throughout and after the meal.  There were the usual toasts found at these affairs.  The first always goes to the Queen (one of her titles is Visitor of Christ Church), and the next is to “The House.”  Several more toasts followed at individual tables, particularly when the port appeared. One long-standing tradition at Oxford is to serve port at the end of these sumptuous meals so that everyone can smugly say, “Pass the port, please.” (giving port two syllables in the process).
Following this three hour feast, guests were invited to gather in the Buttery, a bar just off the Hall where drinks again flowed, on The House, of course.  Most of us did a short, perfunctory visit to the Buttery before retiring to our rooms in one of the dormitory buildings of The House.  Guests had been offered the opportunity to stay in what are dorm rooms for undergraduates when they are “in term” at Christ Church.   In view of the fact that comparable rooms in town go for well over 100 pounds a night, we had opted to take them up on the offer.  The rooms were very well appointed and were what one would find in a typical hotel.  Apparently these Oxford students now live rather well.
The following morning everyone returned to The Hall for a departing breakfast, complete with all varieties of eggs, sausages, mushrooms, tomatoes, baked beans, and the usual accompaniments found in a “full English breakfast.”  
The best part of the Gaudy was meeting scores of interesting people from all over the world.  It was one hell of a Gaudy!
I thought you might like to know.
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