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Eunan McMullan, OFM, tells the extraordinary story a young Italian friar
called to be a troubadour for the Lord!

TT
here have been singing priests

and nuns so what’s new with a

singing friar, you might ask.

Nothing at all could be the reply, be-

cause friars have always been trouba-

dours from the beginning. It is the

essence of every Christian’s vocation to

go out and preach the Good News of

the Gospel, but it is particularly Francis-

can to do that through music and song.

St Francis of Assisi understood his mis-

sion as transmitting the joy of the Good

News; he sought only to please his King

and sing His praises. Francis composed

before he died a hymn of praise to God,

in the vernacular language of the time,

which he taught to his friars to sing: The

Canticle of Brother Sun. 

The story of our singing friar begins

for me with a telephone call in Decem-

ber 2011 from “Brus”, the nickname of

Friar Alessandro Brustenghi, sanctuary

guide and animator of the liturgy at the

Basilica of St Mary of the Angels in As-

sisi. I had known Alessandro for some

seven years and spent three of those

together with him in formation. I had

often listened after supper to him play-

ing the piano and practising operatic

arias, enchanted and amazed by this

off. But the lady persisted and one day

rang him up saying that it had all been

arranged, Alessandro was to come to

her house and sing. The manager, Mark

Pinder, was completely taken with

Alessandro’s voice and asked him if he

could speak to Decca about him.

Alessandro said yes but told me that he

thought he was going to be given the

opportunity of a choral part. To accom-

pany him Alessandro thought of me, a

friar of the Province, but Irish in origin.

The turn of events with the offer of a

recording contract caught Alessandro by

surprise. He was flattered and enjoyed

the idea of recording songs that he

loved in any event to sing but press,

radio, TV interviews were going to be a

necessity. He was making up his mind

to refuse. But he spoke first to his

friends telling them he did not think that

this was his life. They replied that

maybe it was not what he wanted but

that perhaps it should be considered as

a mission. He was not convinced but

said that he would go to his superiors

and explain the situation. He felt quite

confident that when the media aspect

was explained they would not wish him

to go ahead. Instead the response

stupendous, powerful tenor voice ema-

nating from a friar so small in stature

that some of his colleagues jokingly

called him “dwarf”. On the phone he

told me that he has to go to an audition

with a couple of representatives from

Decca Records and asks me to accom-

pany him, assuring me that he has the

approval for this and my presence from

his own Guardian, and the Minister

Provincial. A few days later we meet

two men from Decca in a room that had

been arranged in Assisi, and it was

Franciscan sister, Sr Francesca, who

accompanied Alessandro on the piano

whilst he sang four songs. The perform-

ance was videoed and relayed immedi-

ately back to the Decca Board in

London. Some 20 minutes later, before

we had arrived back at the friary, news

had arrived from London. Decca want

to sign Alessandro as a recording artist! 

An Unexpected Mission

The story for Alessandro began almost

a year earlier. He was singing in a small

concert in Umbria when a singing

teacher heard him and suggested that

he should have an audition with a man-

ager. He was not enthusiastic and put it
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came back in the same way as from his

friends… this could be a mission which

God has prepared for you.

And of course it could be said, that

although unlooked for and unwanted, it

was also a mission that was being pre-

pared for me. I had never thought that

when leaving Ireland, a barrister with

over 20 years of legal experience there,

that I would need any of that in my vo-

cation as a Franciscan friar in the Um-

brian Province in Italy. But when

confronted with the necessity of advice

on a recording contract, to whom could

the Minister Provincial and Alessandro

turn other than to a fellow friar with the

requisite qualifications within their own

Province. Even apart from the negotia-

tions there would also be the need for

Alessandro to be accompa-

nied and assisted in re-

spect of his good, but still

far from perfect, English. 

On the Road

So we set out on this un-

likely mission early in

2012, first of all recording

some demos in Assisi,

then flying over to Abbey

Road in London, and con-

cluding in the home stu-

dios of the famous record

producer, Mike Hedges, in

Malta. Video footage was

shot around the sanctuar-

ies of Assisi. A documen-

tary, later to be released

on Channel 5 in Britain

and EWTN globally, was

made on the subject of

“Faith, Fame and the

Friar”. Then for the

launch a concert was

performed by Alessandro in front

the Portiuncula church. But this was

only the start and a hectic few weeks

were to follow with trips to London,

Manchester – where he performed live

on the BBC Morning Breakfast Show –

Paris and Brussels, where again there

were TV shows, radio and press inter-

views to do. After his appearance on the

Morning Breakfast Show the album,

Voice of Assisi, moved up to No. 1 in

the UK Classical Album Charts and re-

mained there for 3 weeks. It was classi-

fied as the Christian and Gospel album

of the year for 2012 by Official Charts

and also nominated in the category of

Best Album of the Year for the Classic

Brits awards 2013. All of this of course

had to be recorded on the website con-

structed by Decca for Alessandro,

www.friaralessandro.com, and reported

as well via Facebook and Twitter, as

Alessandro became a social friar.

Alessandro’s popularity continued to

grow in his home country of Italy. There

were further appearances on prime time

Italian shows, particularly concerts

which raised money for Franciscan mis-

sions and other charitable causes; sales

continued there until they passed the

threshold for the album to be declared a

gold disc. 

The recording for the second CD

was done mostly in London, but the

record company wanted Alessandro

also to record a couple of songs and

video footage in the Holy Land, and in

particular, in Bethlehem. It should be

said that Alessandro is a typical Um-

brian who has never had any great de-

sire to travel outside his own region.

Before his recording at Abbey Road he

had never even been on a plane! Now

he was going to the Holy Land, a place

he had dreamed one day of going as a

pilgrim – he remarked that he thought he

would never go there thanking Decca

Records for the privilege of becoming

such a pilgrim.

The story remains unfinished. A trip

to the United States has been organised

starting in the city named after the illus-

trious saint, San Francisco. It will be a

mixture of concerts for charitable

causes, particularly Franciscan ones,

and what might be described as evan-

gelical encounters, for example with stu-

dents of Franciscan University in

Steubenville, Ohio. There will also be

more commercial promotion of the new

CD, Friar Alessandro: Voice of Joy which

was released in America and the British

Isles at the end of October 2013. If it is a

success not only the

record company will

profit. The portion

that would go to the

artist under the con-

tract will go to the

Order of Friars Minor

for its charitable

works – as Alessan-

dro remains true to

his vow of poverty.

He also remains true

to his Franciscan vo-

cation in general and

the contents of the

new CD, just as his

first, exhibit that. In

addition to the Christ-

mas carols and sacred

music Alessandro has

also recorded Alto e

Glorioso Dio, St. Fran-

cis’ prayer before the

crucifix of San Dami-

ano and his favourite

hymn to St Clare

Madonna de Claritate which he sings

with an intense passion. A Franciscan

logo is proudly displayed beside that of

Decca on the CD: it is the IHS mono-

gram of St Bernardine of Siena, a sym-

bol of the mission. Like all his works

Alessandro likes to finish with a prayer

and the new CD is no exception, and

given the origin of his travelling compan-

ion it is perhaps no surprise that he fin-

ishes this one with John Rutter’s A

Gaelic Blessing. nn
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