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The magazine of the Incorporated Association of Organists.

With over a century of knowledge, 
Organists’ Review is a magazine about 
all forms of organs. It meets the needs 
of every organist, whether upcoming 
or virtuoso. We cover the hot topics as 

well as including stimulating features, 
a wealth of educational material 
and reviews of organ related 
music, CDs, DVDs, books and 
much, much more.
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Historic restoration of the Hunter pneumatic organ at
St Mellitus Church, Tollington Park.

Tel: +44 (0)1304 813146
www.mander-organs.com

info@mander-organs.com

New Organs  -  Historic Restorations  -  Rebuilds  -  Cleaning & Overhaul  -  Tuning & Maintenance

MANDER
ORGAN BUILDERS
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Surround sound 
in the Lutheran Age
Jan Waterfi eld

Århus Cathedral 
Hovedorglet
David Butterworth

Michael Praetorius’s 
organ works: 
the notation 
conundrum revisited
Jeffery Kite-Powell

Organists’ Review  March 2021

The magazine of the Incorporated Association of Organists  December 2020  •  £5.50

Beethoven 
and the organ

Although Beethoven didn’t 
leave much organ music, he 

was still greatly attached to the 
instrument and this is written 

about by Richard Brasier.

Transcribing The Nine  
Thomas Heywood writes 

about his labour of love 
– creating organ transcriptions 

of the nine symphonies.

Marchmont moments 
Simon Leach introduces the organ 

in Marchmont House which was 
loved and played by C.V. Stanford.

Tel: +44 (0)1304 813146
www.mander-organs.com

manderuk@mander-organs.com

F H Browne and Sons is proud to announce that it has acquired
Mander Organs of London and from 1st October 2020

is trading as Mander Organ Builders.

MANDER
ORGAN BUILDERS

… are currently undertaking the
full restoration of the organ at

St James’s Church, Sussex Gardens, Paddington.
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To learn more or book an appointment to play

Tel: 01792 721499

2 Europa Way, Fforestfach, Swansea SA5 4AJ
www.churchorgansdirect.co.uk
info@churchorgansdirect.co.uk

Receive your free year membership of 
the Royal College of Organists FREE, 
with your home practice organ purchase

RCO

VISCOUNT
ORGANS

Authorised Dealer and Service
partner for Viscount Organs
since 2008

Supplying instruments and
service throughout the UK

• Sales
• Service
• Instrument hire

• Rent to own
• 90 days interest free credit
• Part exchange welcome

�
In partnership with
Coach House Pianos

Wales
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available now from www.adfontes.org.uk and

The Choir of Royal Holloway presents the debut 
recording of Pierre Villette’s Messe Da Pacem in a 
new arrangement for choir and organ by Rupert 
Gough, alongside works by contemporary Parisian 
composer Yves Castagnet. The album opens with 
a new choral arrangement of Ravel’s ever-popular 
Pavane pour une infante défunte. The choir is joined 
by alumna, and award-winning soprano, Sarah Fox, 
and accompanied on the newly restored Cavaillé-
Coll organ of Notre-Dame d’Auteuil in Paris.

MESSE DA PACEM
Music by Pierre Villette, Yves Castagnet and Maurice Ravel (AF004)

The Choir of Royal Holloway

AD FONTES
The record label founded by Buckfast Abbey dedicated
to presenting recordings of the finest sacred music.

Pictures at an Exhibition: The Ruffatti Organ of Buckfast Abbey (AF001)

Martin Baker  organ

Martin Baker plays works selected from his inaugural concert on the acclaimed new organ 
of Buckfast Abbey, including music by Bach, Widor and Dom Sebastian Wolff. The recital 
culminates in Martin’s own transcription of Mussorgsky’s evocative Pictures at an Exhibition.

Also available on Ad Fontes:

Ave Maria: First Vespers of the Solemnity of Our Lady of Buckfast (AF003)

The Choir of Buckfast Abbey

The choir presents music for Buckfast’s Patronal Feast. The Gregorian chant of the Monastic 
Rite is interspersed with glorious polyphony by Anerio, Guerrero and Victoria. A thrilling 
new arrangement of the hymn Hail, Queen of heaven is the climax of this joyous service.

Vexilla Regis: A sequence of music from Palm Sunday to Holy Saturday (AF002)

The Choir of Westminster Cathedral

The choir explores a wealth of music from the repertoire for the richest of liturgical seasons: 
Holy Week. Masterpieces of the Renaissance by Byrd and Victoria are woven together with 
ancient Gregorian chant melodies and later works by Bruckner and Duruflé.

Vierne–Tournemire
Susan Landale explores the 

relationship between 
these two ‘greats’.

What’s it all about?
Barnaby Page talks to 

Professor Jeremy Begbie 

Well Thumbed no.1
Kevin Bowyer writes about 

Flor Peeters’ Chorale Prelude: 
Abide, O Dearest Jesus from 

Ten Chorale Preludes 
for Organ, Op.68

‘ Jonathan Rennert... draws much subtlety and grace from his singers, never forces
them to make a bigger sound than is natural for them, and has an unerring sense
of what works musically in the church’s glowing acoustic, beautifully captured by
Gary Cole in this fine recording.’  

MusicWeb March 2020

‘The Cathedral, and Timothy Parsons, should be rightly proud of this highly
satisfying and well-executed programme.’ 

★★★★ Choir and Organ

‘It demonstrates not only the many different colours of the cathedral organ,
but also the virtuosity and sensitivity of its performer.’ 

The Cornopean 

This is the debut solo recording from Exeter Cathedral’s brilliant young
assistant organist, and the first recording to showcase the Exeter organ
since its major rebuild and restoration in 2014. 

This original programme, centring on Victoria’s Requiem, recreates the sound
world of the Renaissance, marrying children’s voices with the subtle but
luxurious richness of the wind instruments.

REGENT RECORDS  New and Recent Releases

Timothy Parsons
plays the organ of 

EXETER CATHEDRAL
The ENGLISH CATHEDRAL Series VOLUME XX

REGCD523

Sonata no 3 in A, Op 65 Mendelssohn;  Voluntary in A minor Locke;
Larghetto in F sharp minor SS Wesley; Carillon de Westminster (from
24 Pièces de Fantaisie, Op 54) Vierne;  Andante Sostenuto for TJYP
Blatchly;  Imperial March, Op 32 Elgar;  The Revd Mustard his
Installation Prelude Muhly;  Three Chorale Preludes from Op 122
Brahms; Joie et clarté des corps glorieux Messiaen; Prélude et Fugue
sur le nom d’Alain, Op 7 Duruflé

CORNHILL VISIONS
A century of musical innovation
The Choir of St Michael’s Cornhill
directed by Jonathan Rennert

A celebratory recording featuring some of the many
composers who have written works for the Choir of
St Michael’s over the past 100 years.

REQUIEM: MUSIQUES POUR LES

FUNÉRAILLES ROYALES ESPAGNOLES

Victoria, Guerrero, Marqués, Lobo,
Romero, Patiño
La Maîtrise de Toulouse, Conservatoire de
Toulouse, Les Sacqueboutiers, Ensemble de
cuivres anciens de Toulouse,
Direction Mark Opstad

REGCD551

REGCD550

The eyes of all Darke; Thou hast been our refuge Vaughan Williams; Even
such is time Darke; Be strong and of a good courage Darke; O gladsome
light Darke; Da pacem Domine Randle; Magnificat Bax; Psalm 79 ‘O God, the
heathen are come into thine inheritance’ Rennert; Here rests his head
Moore; Jesu, the very thought of Thee Treseder;  A Vision of Aeroplanes
Vaughan Williams; memoria Randle; Valiant-for-Truth Vaughan Williams

‘It sounds glorious…’ 
BBC Radio 3 In Tune

‘ ...accurately captures not only the sonic
qualities of the dual forces involved, but
also the scope and open space of the
Temple du Salin... If you are looking for a
recording that conveys the solemnity of
Spanish Renaissance rites and worship,
look no further.’ 

Classical Music Sentinel

REGCD543

The repertoire ranges from virtuoso works by Gabriel Jackson,
Jonathan Dove, and Judith Bingham to bawdy drinking songs from
Robert Walker, and an imaginative suite based on ancient dance forms
from Melissa Dunphy.

There are two new works from Ēriks Ešenvalds: a setting of the familiar
words of ‘In the bleak midwinter’, and ‘On friendship’ - a wonderfully-
expressive tribute to a former long-term member of the Chorus.

The selection is completed with new works from two former
composers in residence with the Chorus - Clare Maclean and Sasha
Johnson Manning.

REGCD541

OUR FATHER 
IN THE HEAVENS
Anthems by Sir Edward Bairstow
Tewkesbury Abbey Schola Cantorum
Simon Bell (director) 
Carleton Etherington (organ)

Blessed City;  Heavenly Salem; Lord, I call upon thee;  The Lamentation;
Though I speak with the tongues of men;  The Blessed Virgin’s Cradle
Song;  Let all mortal flesh keep silence;  Lord, thou has been our refuge;
Our Father in the Heavens*;  The King of Love my Shepherd is;  If the
Lord had not helped me;  Save us, O Lord, waking;  Jesu, grant me this I
pray;  Of the Father’s love begotten*.  

* first recording 

After many rewarding years of recording with dedicated and
talented musicians in beautiful, but often freezing, ecclesiastical
buildings, we are delighted to announce that the RSCM have
awarded our producer and MD, Gary Cole, HonRSCM for his
exceptional contribution to the cause of church music at
national and international level.

REGENT RECORDS, PO Box 528,Wolverhampton,WV3 9YW,  
Tel: 01902 424377, www.regentrecords.com (with secure online ordering). Retail
distribution by RSK Entertainment Ltd,  Tel: 01488 608900, info@rskentertainment.co.uk.
Available in the USA from the Organ Historical Society www.ohscatalog.org. 

SAINT LOUIS PREMIERES
The Saint Louis Chamber Chorus
directed by Philip Barnes

This is the seventh release from The Saint Louis
Chamber Chorus on Regent, featuring a
selection of eleven recent commissions, with
music in a very wide range of styles. 

Honorary RSCM
Membership for
Regent’s Gary Cole

‘... A really attractive sound... beautifully blended’ 
BBC Radio 3 Record Review, European Early Music Day 
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Canterbury Cathedral 
Andrew Scott & Adrian Bawtree 

write about the new 
Harrison & Harrison 

Quire Organ

Adventures with organ 
and electronics 

Pam Hulme reminisces about it 
happening in Berlin

‘Belief in the 
Wrath of God’

David Baker tells the story 
of a Yorkshireman’s journey 

to the hallowed cloisters 
of an Oxford College

2021  
June 8th      Benjamin Morris York Minster    
June 15th    Jane Parker Smith London   
June 22nd    Ashley Grote Norwich Cathedral   
June 29th    Eleni Keventsidou Athens & London   
July 6th       Charles Harrison Chichester Cathedral   
July 13th     Aleksandr Nisse The Carmelite Church Dublin   

July 20th     Johannes Geffert Bonn   
July 27th     Martin Baker London   
Aug 3rd       James O’Donnell  Westminster Abbey   
Aug 10th     The New Director of Music  Selby Abbey   
  
2022  
May 31st     The New Director of Music  Selby Abbey   
June 7th           Timothy Ravalde  Chichester Cathedral   
June 14th       Roger Sayer The Temple Church   
June 21st        Richard Elliott  Principal Organist 

                              The Salt Lake Tabernacle   
June 28th    Colin Walsh  Organist Laureate Lincoln Cathedral  

July 5th             Adrian Gunning St John the Evangelist Islington   

July 12th         Juan Paradell Solê  Titular Organist of the  

                              "Sistine" Musical Pontifical Chapel Choir. Vatican   
July 19th     Alessandro Licata  Former Professor  

                              Santa Cecilia Conservatory of Music Rome   
July 26th         Peter King  Organist Emeritus Bath Abbey   
 

                                    * Retiring collection in aid of the Selby Abbey Roof Appeal  
 

                        
                                    

Tuesdays 12.30pm  Admission Free * 

 
THE SELBY ABBEY TRUST OFFICE: The Barley Garth, 18 Gateforth Lane, Hambleton, Selby, YO8 9HP 

TEL: 01757 228844  EMAIL: selbyabbeytrust@gmail.com 
http://www.selbyabbey950roofappeal.co.uk/shop---donate.html 

CHAIRMAN SELBY ABBEY TRUST: John R Englehart.    Registered Charity No: 503003 

Revised Recitals  
on the World Famous Hill Organ at Selby Abbey

The Selby Abbey 2020 Recital Programme has been 
postponed to 2021 due to the coronavirus 

Due to the unfolding impact of COVID-19, 
and in light of the Government’s current  
advice, it is with great regret we have had to 
take the decision not to proceed with our 2020 
Celebrity Recital Season. Our primary concern 
remains the safety of everyone involved  –  
the people that make Selby Abbey function. 
 
All of us will want to embrace the inspiration 
and release that live music in such a beautiful 
and Holy place can bring. 
 
This extremely difficult decision will affect  
us all. Selby Abbey is at its heart a family –  
an extraordinary combination of audience,  
performers, clergy and staff sharing an equal 
passion – and we believe fervently in the 
strength of those bonds to sustain all of us 
through this time. 
 
We believe that everyone will understand  
why we have had to make this very difficult  
decision. We send our good wishes to all our 
loyal supporters for a safe passage through 
these turbulent times. We look forward to  
celebrating together again in 2021, when we 
can enjoy the joy that music brings to us all. 
 
We will keep our website up to date with any 
further information.

2

The OxfOrd Organ Library 
New series

New anthologies

www.oup.com/sheetmusic

144pp, £22.50 64pp, £16.50 64pp, £16.50 

Bob Chilcott – Sun Dance from Organ Dances 
Gabriel Jackson – St Asaph Toccata 
Cecilia McDowall – Celebration
William Mathias – Processional
Georgi Mushel – Toccata
John Rutter – Toccata in Seven
Rebecca Groom te Velde – Variations on a theme of Samuel Scheidt
William Walton arr. Murrill – Crown Imperial
William Walton arr. Gower – Orb and Sceptre

The Oxford Organ Library is an invaluable resource of standalone pieces featuring newly 
commissioned music, selected pieces from existing OUP anthologies, and canonical works 

brought back into print by popular demand. 

The OxfOrD OrgAn LIbrAry series also includes: 

6½ minutes | £7.75 3½ minutes | £7.75 7 minutes | £10.25

NEW NEW NEW
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The Christmas Organ 
Solo at Salt Lake City 
Francis O’Gorman talks to 
Richard Elliott about his 
annual broadcast

The Duchess of 
Leicester Square
Donald MacKenzie writes about 
the aristocrat of theatre organs

Atlantic City
Steve Smith writes about 
the instrument he curates

BRITAIN’S PREMIER 
CHURCH MUSIC LABEL

PRIORY’S NEW RELEASES

NEW CD RELEASES

CDs and DVDs can be ordered by Telephone, Fax or Email, with a Credit Card, Cheque (made payable to “Priory Records Limited”) 

  WEBSITE: www.prioryrecords.co.uk 
PRIORY RECORDS LTD.  3 EDEN COURT, EDEN WAY, LEIGHTON BUZZARD, BEDFORDSHIRE. LU7 4FY 

TELEPHONE: +44 (0)1525 377566   FACSIMILE: +44(0)1525 371477 E-MAIL: sales@prioryrecords.co.uk   DOWNLOADS: itunes / amazon

All CDs £13.50

PRCD 1223 - EUROPEAN ORGAN MUSIC
COLIN WALSH PLAYSTHE ORGAN OF LINCOLN CATHEDRAL
Marco Enrico Bossi • Joseph Jongen •César Franck • Maurice Duruflé 
Marcel Dupré • Henri Mulet • Jean Langlais

PRCD 1222 - EXULTEMUS
SIMON PEARCE PLAYS THE ORGAN OF ST DAVIDS CATHEDRAL, 
WALES
Geraint Lewis • Cyril Jenkins • William Mathias
Meirion Wynn Jones • Ralph Vaughan Williams
Sir Nicholas Jackson • Geraint Lewis

PRCD 1201 - ORGAN PARTY – VOLUME 5 PRCD 1201
KEVIN BOWYER PLAYS THE ORGAN OF KING’S LYNN MINSTER
Jack Strachey • Arthur Pryor • William Wolstenholme
Charles Wels • T S Webster (arr. John Wells) • Edouard Mignan 
Bernard Johnson • Ernest Tomlinson • Anthony Foster
Carl Robrecht • John Weeks • David N Johnson • Robin Erskine 
Derek Nisbet • Mons Leidvin Takle

PRCD 1209 - ROULADE
SIMON EARL PLAYS THE NICHOLSON ORGAN OF 
CHRISTCHURCH PRIORY
Andrew Carter • Edward Bairstow • Samuel Barber •Dan Locklair
Nigel Ogden • Percy Whitlock • Denis Bédard 
Ralph Vaughan Williams • Edwin Lemare / Camille Saint Saëns
Seth Bingham

PRCD 1192 - ORGAN PARTY KEVIN BOWYER PLAYS THE 
ORGAN OF BEVERLEY MINSTER
Alan Spedding • Stephen Burtonwood • Mons Leidvin Takle
Harold Thalange • Leonard Tubb • William G Ross • Ronald Watson
Anthony Whittaker • Harvey Gaul • Edward d’Evry • Wolf-G. Leidel
Grimoaldo Macchia • Procol Harum (arr. Paul Ayres)
Anthony Baldwin • Frederic Curzon

PRCD 1202 - GREEN AND PLEASANT LAND – VOLUME 3
KEVIN BOWYER PLAYS THE ORGAN OF KING’S LYNN MINSTER
Jack Strachey • Harold Arthur Jeboult • Frederick James Massey
Robert Wilkinson • Paul Joseph Hillemacher • Andrew Freeman
Roland Diggle • George Coleman Young • James Lyon
Edouard Mignan • Harry Crackel • Robert Bernard Elliott
Ernest Halsey • John Arthur Meale • Purcell James Mansfield
Johann Pachelbel • Charles Edward Scott Littlejohn
Eugene W Wyatt • Alan Gray • Alec Rowley
Herbert Frederick Ellingford

PRCD 1193 - GREEN AND PLEASANT LAND - VOLUME 2
KEVIN BOWYER PLAYS THE ORGAN OF BEVERLEY MINSTER
George Frederick Vincent • William Charles Mary Filby
Bertram Luard-Selby • Oliver Arthur King • Edward d’Evry
Bernard Jackson • Edward William Healey
George Clarke Richardson • Henry Holloway • John Pullein
Ambrose Probert Porter • Ernest Halsey • Frederick John Kitchener
Arthur George Colborn • William Richard James McLean 
Bernard Johnson • Ralph Driffill • Purcell James Mansfield
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www.oup.com/sheetmusic

New Organ Collections 
 The Oxford Book of Ceremonial Music for Organ,  

Book 2
Edited by Robert Gower

25 pieces spanning the 17th century to 

the present day. Includes established 

favourites and new arrangements of  

well-known works, plus new pieces by 

Gabriel Jackson and George McPhee.

Book 1 also available: 
9780193754089,  
128pp, £22.50

9780193528369, 144pp, £22.50

20 pieces — new editions of original 
organ repertoire plus new arrangements 
of choral and piano works.

9780193529939,   
64pp, £16.50

A Stanford Organ Album
Charles Villiers Stanford

Edited by John Scott Whiteley

12 new arrangements of well-loved 
favourites and lesser-known pieces. 

9780193526402,  
64pp, £16.50

A Verdi Organ Album
Giuseppe Verdi

Edited by Martin Setchell
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The Confused 
World of the 
Mechanical Organ
Arthur W.J.G. Ord-Hume 
conducts an overview of 
this complex world.

Price Points
Barnaby Page asks the 
unanswerable: how much 
should an organ cost?

Charles Clay and 
his amazing 
music clocks
Dominic Gwynn writes 
about this talented maker.

BEETHOVEN
Piano Concerto No 5 
‘The Emperor’

LITOLFF
‘Scherzo’

SAINT SAENS
Symphony No 3 
for Organ & Orchestra

Unreserved Tickets (includes interval wine) 
Above crossing £25.00   

Below crossing & South Transept £12.00                  

Available from: The Appeal Office, 
The Rose House, Wykeham, Old Malton 

YO17 6RF – please enclose a sae
also available from The Abbey Shop

SELBY ABBEY 
950th ANNIVERSARY

CONCERT

6th September 2019
Concert commences at 7.30pm

Manchester Camerata
with Benjamin Frith piano

and D’Arcy Trinkwon organ
Conducted by Terence Frazor

in
Selby Abbey
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Rieger Re-birth
Martin Setchell writes 

about the restored Rieger organ 
in Christchurch, New Zealand

Edwin H. Lemare
Graham Bebbington writes 
about the man who could 

make the organ dance

Notre Dame
following the catastrophic fi re 

on 15 April, Barnaby Page 
writes about the events

Building pipe organs since 1871

Visit our website or call for further details

01304 813146
www.fhbrowneandsons.co.uk
info@fhbrowneandsons.co.uk

New Organs ∙ Historic Restorations ∙ Rebuilds
Cleaning & Overhaul ∙ Tuning & Maintenance

A Fond Farewell
After just over 34 years, Allegro Music is 

closing its retail doors to the general public.
We will be continuing our trade production 

of archive reprints on behalf of Oxford University Press, 
ABRSM and Schott & Co Ltd, but we will no longer supply 

in-print sheet music from any publisher.

Please do support them in this new venture 
as they will be most happy to help you.

ChurchOrganWorld
Sovereign House, 30 Manchester Road, Shaw OL2 7DE

Tel:  01706 888 100  •  Email: music@churchorganworld.co.uk
www.churchorganworld.co.uk

Please contact them for all your organ requirements from 
Monday 18th February 2019.

Meanwhile, 
Richard and Barbara would 

like to thank all our customers, 
past and present. 

It has been a pleasure to serve 
you all these years.

Our organ stock has moved to
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BRITAIN’S PREMIER 
CHURCH MUSIC LABEL

PRIORY’S NEW DVD
RELEASE

PRDVD15

£29.99

The Grand Organ of

Westminster Abbey
Daniel Cook

PRIORY RECORDS LTD
3 EDEN COURT, EDEN WAY

LEIGHTON BUZZARD
BEDFORDSHIRE 

UNITED KINGDOM LU7 4FY
TELEPHONE: 01525 377566

FACSIMILE: 01525 371477
WEBSITE: www.prioryrecords.co.uk
 E-MAIL: sales@prioryrecords.co.uk

PRDVD 15
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The Grand Organ of  
Westminster Abbey

Colour - 16:9 - Widescreen

* 3-DISC SET:                +               +                 

Recorded and Produced by Paul Crichton
Filmed and Edited by Richard Knight
Creative Consultant: Louise Berridge
Associate Producer: Callum Ross.  Music Producer: Steven Grahl
Executive Producer: Neil Collier
Recorded in Westminster Abbey on
21–25 August, 22–26 October 2017 and 29 May 2018

FANTASTIC NEW  DVD/BLU RAY and CD
THE GRAND ORGAN OF WESTMINSTER ABBEY PLAYED BY DANIEL COOK.

St Giles’ Cathedral, 
Edinburgh
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BECOME A FRIEND OF CATHEDRAL MUSIC
TOGETHER WE ARE STRONGER

Join our community of Friends and unlock a host of benefits while helping to support cathedrals and choral 
foundations across the UK.

Our (almost) post-pandemic world continues to evolve day by 
day. Choirs are back singing together, albeit sometimes still 
socially distanced, and travel is opening up once more. Our 
Derby Gathering will be taking place almost as this magazine 
arrives on your doorstep, and, meanwhile, Cathedral Music 
Trust is forging ahead with its plans for support for cathedral 
music in all its forms: there are two new campaigns, one for 
Services at Sunset (Evensong and Vespers), and the other 
for Christmas itself. At the forefront of the former is the 
Trust’s ambassador – broadcaster, actor and singer Alexander 
Armstrong – who is anxious to hear your experiences of the 
evening services. It’s easy to get in touch with him via our 
website or text, and you can listen to him on Classic FM as he 
helps spread the word about our activities. His appointment 
as ambassador is a huge boon for the Trust: for example, we 
now have a widely heard public voice to advocate the myriad 
benefits of being a chorister, and also one to draw attention 
to the great work the Trust is doing across the board. We have 
several new trustees and committee members too (details again 
on the website); one committee member, Olivia Sparkhall, 
has written a fascinating article in this issue about the great 
quantity of long-neglected church music by female composers 
both from the past and the present. A representative of the 
latter is featured in these pages, Rhiannon Randle, whom 
readers may remember from the May issue – she is the 
composer in residence at St Michael’s Cornhill who wrote a 
piece for vocal soloists and erhu and is widely published across 
the music sector. It is of course time that church musicians on 
the distaff side receive due recognition, and it is to be hoped 
that Multitude of Voyces’s three anthologies will go a long 
way towards achieving this aim. Women have, after all, always 
composed sacred music (Hildegard of Bingen was perhaps 
not the first, but she must be one of the most notable early 
composers), although their output has often been ignored. A 
timespan of 800 years is covered in these three volumes, with 
many historical works published for the first time; they are 
widely available on all the good sheet music sites and deserve 
further attention.

 Another crusader on behalf of neglected music is Martin 
Anderson, who started the CD company Toccata Classics in 
2005. Since then he has been producing discs of music he 
knows the public should hear and otherwise never would… 
he is now past his 500th disc, with more to go than he could 
ever record.
 Cecilia McDowall, not at all neglected despite her gender 
but widely honoured – in late 2020 she was awarded the 
Ivor Novello Award for Outstanding Works Collection – has 
much to celebrate this year, not simply a notable birthday but 
also the issuing of two CDs of her music (reviewed later in 
the magazine). In addition, there have been many concerts 
during the year featuring her works, and a gala event held at 
the London Festival for Contemporary Church Music.
 Christmas approaches, of course. Do please consider 
making someone a Friend of the Trust as a present, as you 
would not only be introducing more people to the Trust’s 
work, but would also be contributing further to the grants 
we can distribute. Or perhaps you could suggest that friends 
wishing to give you something for Christmas could donate to 
the Trust in lieu of presents? Then there are Christmas cards 
on sale as usual; they can be bought through the website, or 
you can order by phone – see p53 for the new designs. And this 
year we will all hopefully be in the happier position of being 
able to listen to choirs everywhere singing together during 
Advent and at Christmas-time, in stark contrast to last year.
 As you will all know, Cathedral Voice has become an online 
publication (but don’t worry, if you’re not on email CV will 
come as normal by post twice a year). Every Friend whose 
email address is known by the Trust should have received 
the first informative newsletter with links to follow to extra 
articles on our website (and if this isn’t in your inbox, please 
check in your junk folder or log onto the website and sign 
up there for the newsletter). Do please also offer feedback 
on the website itself, particularly if there is something you 
would like to see featured there. Either email us at enquiries@
cathedralmusictrust.org.uk or click on ‘Contact’ at the bottom 
of most pages on the website to get in touch.
 And with the publication of this magazine I must say 
farewell to my companion-in-arms, FCM’s production 
manager, Graham Hermon. Mostly in the background but 
providing quiet guidance when called upon, Graham has 
been a supporter of the cathedral music world all his life. We 
will miss his many talents.

Sooty Asquith

More reasons to become a Friend

• Enjoy invitations to our Gatherings as part of our 
events programme

• Receive our acclaimed magazine Cathedral Music 
twice a year

• Delve deeper into the heart of cathedral music with our 
Friends newsletters and journals

• Help us nurture the next generation of cathedral musicians 
and enrich more lives through the power of music

To enjoy a year’s worth of insights and Friendship, visit www.cathedralmusictrust.org.uk or call 020 3151 6096. 

We ask for a suggested subscription of £25 per year to be a Friend of Cathedral Music, and all Friends are asked to 
consider donating over and above this to assist us in developing our work and increasing the funds we have available to 
award as grants to choral foundations.
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‘I always enjoyed creating and writing pieces when I 
was very young, and I loved improvising, much to the 
despair of my mother who thought I should be doing 

something useful like actually practising the piano.’ These could 
be the words of any composer from past centuries, echoing 
down the years, resonating with any artist whose creativity 
resulted from early experimentations and explorations rather 
than trying to blindly replicate the works of those who had 
gone before. How many of these improvisations were the 
nascent beginnings of composers who were earmarked for 
careers as doctors, lawyers, civil servants, or concert pianists? 
We shall never know for certain, but it is to be applauded 
that the mother in question let her daughter continue her 
creating, for otherwise we would not be able to celebrate 
the composer’s 70th birthday in 2021 and enjoy a corpus of 
colourful, original and memorable works written across many 
genres and ranges of performers. The composer in question 
is, of course, Cecilia McDowall, one of the most distinguished 
and performed British composers working today, and one of 
the most prominent voices in contemporary choral music. 

It is perhaps no surprise that Cecilia McDowall became a 
musician. Her father was principal flute at the Royal Opera 
House in London in the 1950s and a prominent performer of 
chamber music for many years, including working with various 
composers and championing significant modern repertoire. 
From this upbringing, being ‘surrounded by music’, it was 
equally no surprise that McDowall would go on to read music 
at Edinburgh University and then Trinity College in London, 
suggesting the early improvisations were going to bear fruit 
in a professional composing career. Naturally, they did, but 
perhaps there is a surprise in that this didn’t happen until 
the 1990s when the composer was in her mid-40s and had 
successfully balanced teaching at the Junior Department at 
Trinity with bringing up a young family, with all the trials and 
tribulations that this entails. As McDowall states, “I just wanted 
to get on with composing … I do wonder if, looking back, 
whether leaving it ‘late’ made me even more determined.” 
With this determination to become a composer allied to more 
time and space, McDowall sought lessons and advice from a 
range of composers including Joseph Horovitz, Robert Saxton 
and Adam Gorb, all of whom helped her to discover her 
creative voice and smooth the path to a compositional career. 

With a body of work that extends to over 150 pieces (with 
nearly 100 listed for choral forces), it is hard to believe both 
that Cecilia McDowall only began composing in earnest in 
the mid-1990s, and also the journey she has undertaken since 
then. From those sessions with Horovitz, Saxton and Gorb 
through some key, lasting collaborators and supporters (such 
as the conductor and festival director George Vass), she has 
become a significant voice in contemporary composition, 
particularly in the world of choral and cathedral music. She 
is regularly commissioned and performed by the likes of the 
BBC Singers, The Sixteen, many leading professional groups, 
Oxbridge and cathedral choirs aplenty, and her music is 
frequently broadcast on BBC Radio 3 and other outlets. As 
well as regular performances across the country and further 
afield (including a growing presence in the USA), her 
position as a leading composer has been recognised by other 
institutions in recent years with an honorary fellowship of the 
Royal School of Church Music in 2017, a British Composer 
Award for Choral Music, two honorary doctorates, and most 
recently the Ivor Novello Award for Outstanding Works 
Collection in 2020. 

BBC Music Magazine referred to McDowall’s music as 
‘Sometimes richly tonal, sometimes more exploratory in 
harmonic range… her music is always full of invention.’ Like 
all good composers there is an audible thumbprint to all of 
McDowall’s music, whatever the circumstance or performers 
stipulated by the commission or the text chosen for a choral 
or vocal piece. Works such as A Prayer to St John the Baptist that 
was written for the Advent carol service of St John’s College 
Cambridge in 2018 is replete with jagged rhythms, difficult 
intervals and a prominent octatonic scale (a scale that consists 
of alternating tones and semitones), all of which help create 
a powerful but restricted musical soundscape that enhances 
American Trappist monk Thomas Merton’s shadowy text. Her 

EVERYDAY WONDERS: 
CECILIA McDOWALL  
AT 70 
Dr Phillip Cooke
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setting of O Oriens for the choir of Merton College Oxford in 
2012 is much more static and radiant, with beautifully judged 
chords leading to spine-tingling dissonances as the piece 
slowly progresses. Both are unmistakably the works of the 
same hand, the material carefully shaped for the performers 
and the occasion.

One of the most striking aspects of Cecilia McDowall’s 
compositional style and aesthetic is the choice of texts that 
she sets to music across all her choral works. Yes, there are 
canticles and mass settings, as well as traditional anthems and 
motets, but there are also some much more unusual texts 
discovered by the composer or created in collaboration with 
contemporary poets. One of the most arresting of these is 
Standing as I do before God, for solo soprano and choir written in 
2013 for the Oxford-based group Sospiri and their conductor, 
Christopher Watson. The work is subtitled ‘A reflection on the 
execution of Edith Cavell, October 12, 1915’ and sets the final 
recorded words of Cavell, a British nurse based in Brussels 
during the German occupation of the city in 1914. In less than 
a year she helped over 200 allied soldiers escape to neutral 
territories, much to the chagrin of the German authorities. 
She was discovered, put on trial, sentenced to death and 
executed by firing squad despite international condemnation 
and pressure from many quarters. Her final words of, “I must 
have no hatred or bitterness towards anyone” are combined 
with a solemn reflection on the events by poet Seán Street 
(who McDowall has collaborated with on several pieces), and 
the composer intertwines the two sources into a profound 
statement on the pity of war and the resilience of the human 
spirit in face of some of the worst atrocities of mankind.  

Standing as I do before God also carries on a distinct thread 
in McDowall’s work of setting texts that feature strong 
women from history, often overlooked or marginalised by 
contemporary society. As well as Cavell, recent works have 
featured the likes of Rosalind Franklin (whose work helped the 
discovery of DNA), Clara Barton (American Civil War nurse 
who founded the American Red Cross) and the extraordinary 
aviatrix Harriet Quimby, who became the first woman to fly 
across the English Channel in 1912, but whose achievements 
were arguably overshadowed by the sinking of the Titanic that 
very night. McDowall is honest in her appraisal that these 
works are conceived ‘not so much because they’re women, 

but that they happened to be most remarkable people’, but 
this strand that runs through all these pieces offers her work 
an added integrity and depth, and there is a sympathy from 
both composer and poet that helps to make known these 
often long-forgotten women and their stories. 

Perhaps the most important and relevant story that McDowall 
has given voice to in recent years is that of Nujeen Mustafa, 
a disabled Kurdish Syrian refugee who travelled 3500 miles 
by wheelchair (pushed by her sister) from her home in war-
torn Aleppo to claim asylum and resettle in Germany. The 
incredible journey was recounted in 2016 in the book The 
Girl from Aleppo: Nujeen’s Escape from War to Freedom written 
by Mustafa in conjunction with Christina Lamb. McDowall’s 
reflection on these amazing events is captured in the piece 
Everyday Wonders: The Girl from Aleppo that was commissioned 
by the National Children’s Choir of Great Britain in 2018 and 
performed by them, conducted by Dan Ludford-Thomas. The 
text was provided by another long-term collaborator of the 
composer, the distinguished poet Kevin Crossley-Holland, and 
the 18-minute piece is scored for upper voices, SATB choir, 
solo violin and piano. McDowall and Crossley-Holland create 
a dramatic and colourful tableau from Mustafa’s astonishing 
voyage, one which is full of the characteristic spiky rhythms 
and translucent harmonies of all of the composer’s works. 
McDowall wanted the work to have elements of the Middle 
Eastern world from where Mustafa hailed and this is subtly 
alluded to in the score by the solo violin, full of distinctive 
semi-tonal slides, grace notes and microtones and the piano, 
initially instructed to play ‘in the manner of a hammered 
dulcimer’. What results is not tokenistic, nor cultural tourism, 
but a heartfelt meditation on the incredible resolve and 
fortitude of this remarkable young woman.   

Although arguably most well known for her choral music, 
McDowall has an equally impressive body of work across the 
genres, with many works for orchestra, chamber ensembles, 
song-cycles and stage works. There is also a growing number 
of substantial works for the organ which are beginning to 
find their place under the hands (and feet) of many of the 
country’s finest organists. The most substantial, the O Antiphon 
Sequence from 2018, has been released on CD twice this year 
alone and looks set to be a staple of organ repertoire for years 
to come. Commissioned by the American Guild of Organists 
for performance at the 2018 AGO National Convention, 
the work acts as a microcosm of McDowall’s work in general 
with soaring melodies jostling with sharp rhythms, iridescent 
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harmonies and a subtle, lasting trace of medievalism that 
colours many of her works. The work is not only a welcome 
addition to the organ repertoire, but a thoughtful and 
memorable piece suitable for liturgical use during Advent 
and the Christmas season. 

With a body of work that 
extends to over 150 pieces 
(with nearly 100 listed for 
choral forces), it is hard to 
believe both that Cecilia 
McDowall only began 
composing in earnest in 
the mid-1990s, and also the 
journey she has undertaken 
since then. 

Having a significant birthday in the years of coronavirus is 
not what any composer would choose, with no doubt many 
wonderful celebratory recitals, concerts and broadcasts 
cancelled, as so many events have been in the past two years. 
Despite this, there have been several high profile events to 

celebrate McDowall’s 70th birthday (which was in May) that 
began with a well-received CD release of the composer’s music 
from Trinity College Cambridge and Stephen Layton in April. 
This was followed by a gala concert of her music at the London 
Festival of Contemporary Church Music in May, and the same 
month featured a week of broadcasts of performances of her 
music by the BBC Singers on BBC Radio 3. The celebrations 
continued in August at the Presteigne Festival in mid Wales, 
where McDowall was composer-in-residence and was able to 
see many performances of her work across the week. 

As Cecilia McDowall enters her eighth decade, her creativity 
and ambition show no sign of abating, with new works for the 
choir Sonoro, The Sixteen, the Glasgow School of Art Choir 
and the pianist Duncan Honeybourne all recently completed. 
The lockdowns of the pandemic have been challenging, as 
they have for all creative artists, with McDowall refreshingly 
candid in describing the situation as “really quite difficult 
to concentrate and to get down to writing… I would love to 
be able to say I had written a violin concerto in the middle 
just for the fun of it, but that hasn’t happened”. Like many 
composers, it is being part of a vibrant cultural world that 
creates artistic stimuli, and McDowall is no different in finding 
inspiration from theatre, dance and art, all of which have 
been in short supply in the past two years. As we look towards 
a post-pandemic world and the anticipated return to the rich 
musical landscape of before, it is to be hoped that more and 
more of McDowall’s works are found in concert halls and 
cathedrals and this ‘late developer’ continues to be a force 
in the contemporary musical world for many years to come.
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The death of Richard Hey Lloyd on 24th April at the 
age of 87 has deprived the world of a musician whose 
contribution to church music as a chorister, organist 

and composer spanned his whole life. He was a prolific 
composer, with over 600 original works and arrangements to 
his name, including no fewer than 21 settings of the Evening 
Canticles and several Communion settings, along with 
numerous anthems, carols and organ voluntaries. 

Although as a great cricket-lover Richard would have 
preferred Yorkshire, it was in fact in Cheshire that he was 
born on 25th June 1933. His parents were musical. His 
father, a chartered accountant in Manchester, was treasurer 
of the Hallé Concerts Society in Sir John Barbirolli’s day. It 
was therefore no surprise that in 1942 Richard was sent to 
become a chorister at Lichfield, where he was introduced to 
the glories of the music and liturgy of the Church of England, 

RICHARD LLOYD
Michael Williams

Richard Lloyd
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and where he studied the organ under Ambrose Porter. A 
music scholarship to Rugby followed, and in 1952 he went up 
to Cambridge as organ scholar of Jesus College. In those days 
– apart from at Kings and St John’s – the organ scholar was in 
charge, and Richard, now an FRCO, was effectively Director 
of Music for his three years at Jesus. 

National Service in the army followed, and after six months 
learning to type (but not much else) at Catterick and in 
Germany, he was summoned to Supreme Headquarters Allied 
Powers Europe (SHAPE) at Fontainebleau to become the 
resident organist. The duties consisted of playing for one 
service and taking one choir practice a week, but, promoted 
corporal and having a car at his disposal, he was able to prepare 
Le guide Lloyd, which was a handbook to all the restaurants, 
clubs and watering holes personally recommended by the 
author. Sadly, no copy of the guide appears to have survived, 
but the American melody from North Carolina ‘I wonder as I 
wander’, so beautifully arranged by Richard for the Durham 
choristers, was first heard in L’Abbaye Nightclub during 
Richard’s research in Paris.

The death of Richard Hey 
Lloyd on 24th April at the 
age of 87 has deprived the 
world of a musician whose 
contribution to church music 
as a chorister, organist and 
composer spanned his whole 
life.

On return to civilian life, Richard moved to Salisbury to take 
up the post of assistant organist under Christopher Dearnley. 
The job included teaching English and Music at the Cathedral 
School. Richard loved teaching English and passing on his 
love of literature to his pupils, and several former choristers 
have remembered with affection the rigorous spelling tests he 
set them. They also fondly remember his love of cricket and 
his way of introducing the subject into any other, regardless 
of relevance. 

In September 1966 Richard took up the post of Organist and 
Master of the Choristers at Hereford in succession to Melville 
Cook, also taking on responsibility for the Three Choirs 
Festival with the organists of Gloucester and Worcester. 
During his time there were home festivals in 1967, 1970 and 
1973. Richard had been a regular attender at the festivals for 
the best part of 20 years before his appointment, and was well 
aware that the chorus still contained members who had sung 
under Elgar and had firm views as to how Sir Edward liked 
things to go. The Hereford contingent was somewhat depleted 
when he arrived, but within 12 months the deficiency had been 
made good and the 1967 programme book lists 93 singers, not 
counting choristers and lay clerks. Richard was a very gentle 
and sensitive person and found working with professional 
orchestras somewhat daunting. He need not have worried 
because, after one or two early experiences in one of which 

Dame Janet Baker turned round and told a somewhat unruly 
orchestra to pay attention because “this young conductor 
has something to say about the music”, his musicality shone 
through and he rapidly gained everyone’s respect. 

Hardly any Three Choirs commissions since 1954 have 
received repeat performances but one exception was John 
McCabe’s Notturni ed Alba for soprano soloist and orchestra 
which was conceived when Richard and the composer were 
enjoying a pint of beer. “What I want,” said Richard, “is a Dies 
natalis of the 70s.” The first performance was given at the 1970 
Festival under Louis Frémaux and the City of Birmingham 
Symphony Orchestra, with Sheila Armstrong as soloist. 

For his last festival Richard revived two works which had not 
been performed at Hereford for a long time. Elijah, once an 
annual event, had been performed only once since the Second 
World War, in 1946, and The Apostles had last been heard in 
Hereford in 1936. At the end of a very fine performance of the 
latter, a member of the audience came up to Richard and told 
him that he had taken exactly the same time in performance 
as the composer had in 1930! 

Another highlight of the 1973 festival was Hymnus Paradisi, 
in a performance so excellent that Howells spent the first 
ten minutes of the next morning’s rehearsal of The Apostles 
congratulating everyone. 

Richard bowed out of the Three Choirs at Gloucester in 1974 
by conducting the RPO in as fine a performance of Schubert’s 
Unfinished Symphony as you would wish to hear, a view shared 
with me by several of the orchestra. 

In September 1974 he became Organist and Master of the 
Choristers at Durham. There then followed 11 years which by 
all accounts were the happiest of his working life. Unlike at 
Hereford, the whole chapter was fully supportive of the choir 
and the music, and Richard’s talents had full scope. He was 
also blessed by having three exceptional sub-organists. Alan 
Thurlow, appointed by Conrad Eden in January 1973, had 
been in sole charge during the summer term of 1974 following 
Eden’s retirement. He moved in 1980 to be Organist and 
Master of the Choristers at Chichester after what he describes 
as ‘six of the happiest years of his life’ working with Richard. 
David Hill followed before being appointed to Westminster 
Cathedral in 1982, and Ian Shaw (who had succeeded David as 
organ scholar of St John’s Cambridge) remained at Durham 
for several years after Richard had left. 

Richard was in his element at Durham. His collegiate way of 
working appealed to choristers, lay clerks and choral scholars 
alike. They loved being treated as equal professionals and 
responded accordingly. They knew he expected the highest 
standards and did their best to deliver them for him. It was 
work, said one boy, but it didn’t feel like it. They all remember 
the twinkle in his eye, the little jokes, the cricketing allusions 
– you couldn’t sing psalm 111 without knowing who Hedley 
Verity was – and the quirky markings in his music. They eagerly 
looked forward to the next new piece, his reharmonisations of 
last verses, the descants and the insertion of the happy birthday 
tune into improvisations. To celebrate Geoffrey Boycott’s 
100th first-class century he planned the next week’s music 
sheet to read – if one took the first letter of each composer’s 
name in the manner of an acrostic – ‘Geoff gains The Ashes’, 
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leaving LBW for Sunday Evensong (Lloyd responses, Brewer 
in D and a Wesley anthem). The whole thing was musically 
and liturgically coherent and the joke obvious only to those 
in the know. The story was recounted by Don Mosey on Test 
Match Special during the Headingly Test of 1982. 

The high quality of the recordings made during his time at
Durham bears testament to the effectiveness of his approach,
and it is not surprising that he retained the affection and
loyalty of everyone for the rest of his life.

Richard was a brilliant improviser. David Hill remembers the 
visit of the University Chancellor Dame Margot Fonteyn. As 
she entered the cathedral Richard launched into a remarkable 
improvisation based on ‘The Dying Swan’ from Tchaikovsky’s 
Swan Lake using full organ. For myself, I remember ‘Behold the 
Lord High Executioner’ on full tubas as a procession headed 
by four High Court judges headed out of the cathedral. 

Richard’s rare ability to retain the affection of the members 
of his choir is well illustrated by the way former choristers 
contributed the funds and organised the Bede Singers to 
record two CDs of Richard’s music conducted by David Hill 
and accompanied by Ian Shaw. None of the young sopranos 
in the recording had sung any Lloyd before but they were all 
bowled over by the quality of the music. 

Richard was a fine accompanist (much remarked on by 
others) and a very fine composer, far better than he gave 
himself credit for. His music is beautifully crafted, instantly 
effective and appealing. Unlike many modern composers he 
paid great attention to the text. He had a wonderful gift for 
melody and his music is hugely enjoyable to sing. 

He was far too modest about his music. Of course no 
composer can be unaware of music written before his time, 
and he had a great love of the music of Herbert Howells 
in particular. As an undergraduate he wore out an early 78 
recording of Howells’ Collegium Regale Magnificat, and Peter 
Le Huray did pay him the unusual compliment of saying he 
was the only person he knew who could write Palestrina in 
the style of Howells. 

Richard’s writing style was fresh and original, and his 
compositions will continue to be sung as long as cathedrals 
and churches have choirs to sing them. One great advantage, 
of which directors of music should take particular note, is 
that much of his music is relatively straightforward for good 
singers, a huge advantage when rehearsal time is nowadays 
usually so short. 

It was to give himself more time for composition in a less 
pressured situation that Richard left Durham in 1985 and 
returned to Salisbury to become Deputy Headmaster of the 
Chorister School. Unfortunately, serious illness soon forced 
early retirement on him, and he spent the rest of his days 
in pleasurable semi-retirement, composing and acting as an 
Associated Board examiner, living first on Anglesey and then 
from 2001 in Herefordshire. 

Above all, Richard was a great family man. He met his wife 
Morwenna when she was nursing in Salisbury, and they were 
married in December 1962. They had four daughters, Emma, 
Julia, Catharine and Olivia – all of whom, with Morwenna, 
survive him, along with seven grandchildren. Visitors always 
found a warm and welcoming reception whenever they 
visited. The generosity of their hospitality was boundless, 
and one always felt one was being admitted into a loving 
family environment. Several people have fond recollections 
of Richard’s memorable punch, regularly brewed for parties 
and especially after carol services. Richard loved his family 
and family life. He loved his dogs, food, beer and wine. His 
interest in cricket was a great part of his life and he regularly 
attended Test Matches at Lords with a friend who was an  
MCC member. 

He will be missed dreadfully by all of us who were privileged to 
know him, but we are grateful for so many happy memories.

Michael Williams, a solicitor 
and amateur organist, became 
a close friend of Richard Lloyd 
when the two men first met, 
just over 50 years ago. He 
liked the same music, also 
had a keen love of cricket and 
had a sufficient knowledge 
of concert organisation from 
running the Choral Society in 
Buxton to be extremely useful 
at the 1973 Three Choirs 
Festival. He commissioned a 
number of pieces for his choirs 
from Richard, and found that 
not infrequently they would 
arrive by return of post!
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Alan Thurlow writes:

When Richard arrived in 
Durham, we all expected 
change after Conrad 
Eden’s long innings, and 
change there certainly 
was. His greatest love was 
accompanying, and he 
made wonderful use of the 
tonal variety available from 
the Durham organ when 
playing for the psalms every 

day. He was also a brilliant improviser: I will never forget 
the impact it made on me on his first Sunday when, 
having played the final hymn, he launched into the most 
amazing improvisation. I couldn’t believe that he was 
playing with not a note of music in front of him except 
for the hymn tune. The style was truly English, far more 
demanding than the formulaic continental approach 
to improvisation. Few organists today have that very  
special gift.

Much new music was introduced into the repertoire, and 
Richard was of course a prolific composer himself. It was 
a privilege to give first performances of many works, one 
of which was his imaginative setting of the Advent prose. 
It was lovely that he got on so well with Dean Eric Heaton, 
the two having once been neighbours in Salisbury. It 

was unusual for an organist and a dean to be such good 
friends, and these were very happy years.

Richard produced lovely sounds from his choristers, 
maintaining perfect discipline while appearing relaxed 
and informal. I never saw him angry about anything. 
The tributes from his former choristers show just how 
much they loved and admired him. He was relaxed with 
the men of the choir, too, and always constructive in his 
comments. High standards were maintained not because 
he demanded them but because that is what we all wanted 
to produce for him. It was a great privilege to have worked 
under him and I owe him much for what he taught me.

Richard was a member of CAMRA and a great devotee of 
real ale. Whenever the choir went anywhere to perform 
he would always tell the men which pub to visit in the 
locality and what beer to try. As a joke for his birthday one 
year, my wife Tina made a small plaque with two miniature 
beer pumps on it, and we affixed it with Blu Tack to the 
console in the organ loft as a surprise for Richard when 
he arrived at evensong. The plaque bore the ‘pub name’ 
of The Open Wood (the name of an organ pedal stop) 
and the two pumps were labelled Theakston Old Peculier 
and Sam Smith’s OBB (Old Brewery Bitter) – two of 
Richard’s favourite pints. We only meant it to be there 
for the day, but Richard would not have it taken down, so 
it remained on the console until he retired, much to the 
amusement of visiting organists and recitalists! 

Lindsay Gray writes:

Richard was a wonderful 
person who gave so much 
to everyone he knew and 
to the world of church and 
cathedral music in so many 
ways. I first met him when 
I arrived as a postgraduate 
choral scholar at Durham 
in September 1974, the 
same term that he began 
his tenure as Organist and 

Master of the Choristers at the cathedral. We were all 
impressed by Richard’s very fine musicianship, his ability 
to produce the best from his singers, his inspirational 
organ playing and, especially, his friendly, inclusive 
approach. It was a pleasure and a privilege to work with 
him in so many respects. 

Richard was skilled in finding exactly the right repertoire 
for the choir: challenging but manageable music. Across 
any month there was always a good blend of music 
which the choir had sung before (including anthems 
and settings from the ancient volumes in the cathedral 
library in which we had to read from C clefs) and exciting 
new works, including some of his own wonderfully 

singable compositions which often appeared in his (just 
decipherable) manuscript! Indeed, Richard was a very 
fine composer of choral music despite, according to his 
wife, Morwenna, being very self-effacing about his abilities. 

As an organist, Richard was supremely talented and 
inventive. I remember how much we all enjoyed his 
playing, including his favoured soloing out of the melody 
in the final verse of a favourite hymn such as ‘O thou who 
camest from above’ to the superb tune ‘Hereford’ on one 
of the two powerful tuba stops at his disposal. 

But Richard was so much more than a musician. He and I 
shared a keen enthusiasm for anything to do with cricket 
(we both followed the Yorkshire and England teams 
with a fanatical interest) and we would also occasionally 
wander off to a local golf course, always managing to 
return to the cathedral via a real ale pub just in time for 
the 4pm Evensong. 

Above all else, Richard and his family were warm, 
hospitable friends who made us so welcome as choral 
scholars and later over the years, whether it was for a 
wonderful meal produced by Morwenna or a day of 
chatting about all aspects of the current church music 
scene whilst keeping a very close eye on the test match 
score! 
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In 1970, on the 100th anniversary of the birth of Louis 
Vierne (1870-1937), the music critic Felix Aprahamian 
marked the milestone with an article for the Musical Times. 

In it he commented, ‘Those who formerly played [Vierne’s] 
music now neglect it, while a younger generation of French 
organists has never played it.’ Fifty years later, things could 
not be more different. The music of Vierne occupies a central 
place in the early 20th-century French organ school, and 
his works are staples of the organ repertoire, cultivated and 
played around the globe. This new complete recording of the 
six symphonies by Roger Sayer on the Harrison & Harrison 
organ of London’s Temple Church is a welcome addition to 
the composer’s discography and joins distinguished cycles by 
Ben van Oosten (1985), Jeremy Filsell (2004), and others. The 

DVD includes all six symphonies filmed by Fugue State Films 
and a further audio-only version on three CDs. The beautifully 
presented booklet contains excellent notes by Rosie Vinter, as 
well as details about the organ and performer. Roger Sayer 
has an impressive track record as a recitalist and recording 
artist, including a celebrated appearance as organ soloist for 
the motion picture Interstellar. The use of an English organ 
in a project such as this is a little contentious (19th-century 
French organs speak with a different accent), but this and a 
recent recording of the complete works of Maurice Duruflé 
on another Harrison & Harrison organ, that of King’s College 
Cambridge, demonstrate the versatility of these instruments. 
However, one cannot ignore the spectre of the great French 
organ-builder Aristide Cavaillé-Coll (1811-99) and his legacy 
of musical masterpieces. 

Vierne’s memoire notes that his relationship with Cavaillé-
Coll began in the 1880s, when ‘the old man introduced me to 
organ-building, about which I knew nothing, [and] roused my 
interest in a new domain’. This points to the special synergy 
that exists between builder, composer and performer in this 
repertoire. The finest extant Cavaillé-Coll organs, such as 
those at Saint-Sulpice in Paris or at Saint-Sernin in Toulouse, 
are rich in foundation tone and the reeds (Trompettes and 
Bombardes) have an unmistakable visceral energy. The Flutes 
Harmoniques and the stops designed to imitate orchestral 
instruments (Hautbois, Cor Anglais, Clarinette) expanded 
the organ’s expressive resources as never before and were 
a clear inspiration to Vierne. Many of these registers are 
available on the Temple Church instrument, and Sayer uses 
the organ in a sensitive way, emphasising the things it has in 
common with its French counterparts – liquid flutes, acid 
strings and warm foundation stops – but this is quite evidently 
not a Cavaillé-Coll organ! Ben van Oosten recorded the 
symphonies at Toulouse and Filsell on the ‘Michelangelo’ of 
French organs at Saint-Ouen in Rouen, and the symphonies 
speak with authority on these instruments. There are many 
beautiful things on this recording, but I do miss the snarl of 
the Récit reeds at the beginning of the ‘Final’ of the Symphony 
No. 2, and the immersive power of the Fonds in the ‘Adagio’ 
of the Symphony No. 3. 

Quite apart from their ‘Frenchness’, the six symphonies also 
have an intriguing biographical component, reflecting the 

LOUIS VIERNE & HIS  
SIX EXTRAORDINARY 
SYMPHONIES
Drew Cantrill-Fenwick
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events of Vierne’s life, as well as the turbulent history of the 
first quarter of the 20th century. First, they are monuments 
to two great masters of the French symphonic tradition, 
César Franck (1822-90) and Charles-Marie Widor (1844-
1937). The influence of these two men can be felt in Vierne’s 
Symphony No. 1. Franck’s musical guidance began when 
Vierne was still a child, and Vierne harboured an ambition 
to study in Franck’s organ class at the Paris Conservatoire. To 
achieve this, he had many more hurdles to overcome than 
his gifted contemporaries. In fact, Vierne’s entire life would 
be touched by both physical and emotional challenges. The 
earliest was the most afflicting; he was born with a profound 
visual impairment. Surgery at the age of seven allowed him 
to make out nearby objects and to walk unaided, and later he 
was able to read and write in large print, including musical 
notation. With the rigorous daily routine of the pioneering 
National Institute for Blind Children in Paris, his own zealous 
application and prodigious memory, he achieved his ambition 
of entering the conservatoire organ class in 1890. He was not, 
however, met by the gently avuncular Franck. Instead, he was 
confronted with the urbane and aloof figure of Charles-Marie 
Widor; César Franck had died a month earlier. 

The music of Vierne occupies 
a central place in the early  
20th-century French organ 
school, and his works are 
staples of the organ repertoire, 
cultivated and played around 
the globe. 

During the 1890s, Widor guided Vierne in every aspect of 
his life and helped to establish his reputation as a composer. 
Music for voices, strings, piano and winds dates from this 

creative period, but the most significant work was the self-
possessed Symphony No. 1. Why, you may wonder, is it a 
symphony and not simply a suite? Rosie Vinter answers this 
question in her notes with the observation that each work ‘has 
a feeling of large-scale, orchestral composition’ and Jeremy 
Filsell points to the composer’s exploration of ‘ever-greater 
[thematic] cohesion, a method borrowed from 19th-century 
orchestral symphonists’. All Vierne’s symphonies demonstrate 
a degree of thematic unity, with the composer generating an 
entire symphony out of just two of three contrasting themes. 
‘Once conceived,’ Vierne wrote, ‘a theme can be reworked, 
transformed – think of Beethoven and Franck.’ In this way, 
the opening notes of the Symphony No. 1 are picked up in 
the ‘Pastorale’ and become the foundation of the theme of 
the celebrated ‘Final’. Roger Sayer’s pacing of the symphony 
is exemplary, and he navigates a sensible path between 
Vierne’s given metronome marks (which are contentious) 
and some of the more extreme tempi of performances that 
already exist on disc. None of the metronome markings in 
the symphonies are in Vierne’s hand, and one must always 
consider the composer’s preoccupation with clarity, as well as 
the possibilities of the building and instrument. The Temple 
Church acoustic gives us an almost forensic view of the music, 
but more on that later.

LOUIS VIERNE & HIS  
SIX EXTRAORDINARY 
SYMPHONIES
Drew Cantrill-Fenwick
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In 1900 Vierne applied for the post with which he would ever 
afterwards be associated, organist of Notre-Dame de Paris. 
The competition for France’s most prestigious church music 
position was formidable, but he was chosen unanimously 
by the review committee and the result was announced by 
Widor. The Symphony No. 2, published two years later, seems 
to inhabit the majestic space of the cathedral. Olivier Latry, 
one of Vierne’s latter-day successors, notes the inspiration 
offered by ‘the imposing edifice, whose every secret Vierne 
discovered as the years went by’. The architecture of the 
symphony demonstrates enormous confidence, with Vierne 
drawing almost exclusively from material generated in the 
first movement, a device known as cyclic form. The symphony 
also tells us something of Vierne the man, wrote the 
contemporary commentator, André Fleury. Vierne was known 
to be extravagantly emotional, in art and in life, and the first 
theme of the opening ‘Allegro’ of this Symphony No. 2 ‘is virile, 
that is, energetic, heroic’. Again, the influence of Franck is 
never far away, particularly in the Choral; and the Scherzo 
looks forward to Vierne’s more piquant character pieces with 
its quicksilver textures and rhythm. The registration scheme 
of the ‘Scherzo’ suits the London organ well. One minor 
drawback is the balance of the recording: the Swell (Récit) 
sounds distant, and the Choir (Positif) is a little too assertive 
here. Sayer’s formidable technique makes this scintillating 
listening, nonetheless. 

The year 1906 marked the beginning of a period of personal 
setbacks for Vierne. He suffered a debilitating leg injury in 
the street in Paris and a few months later contracted typhoid 
fever. His ten-year marriage came to an end in 1908 and 
he was ousted from the Paris Conservatoire, where he had 
been expected to succeed Alexandre Guilmant as professor 
of organ. These struggles are reflected in a seven-year gap 
between Vierne’s Op. 26, the Trois Mélodies and his Op. 27, 
the Sonate en si mineur. The Organ Symphony No. 3 (Op. 28) 
was published in 1911 and is dedicated to Vierne’s 25-year-
old protégé, Marcel Dupré (1886-1971). Vierne seems to have 
poured much of himself into this turbulent piece; the jagged 
rhythms, highly chromatic musical language and extremes 
of pace and mood leave a strong impression on the listener. 
The recording of the opening ‘Allegro maestoso’ from the 
Temple Church is suitably imposing and rhetorical in this way, 
although the opaqueness of the reeds takes the edge off the 
éclat of the full organ somewhat. Sayer’s instinct to maintain 
a powerful sense of forward momentum makes this engaging 
listening; indeed, it’s one of my favourite moments in the 
whole collection. The ‘Cantilène’ features a poignant oboe 
solo above an intensely chromatic accompaniment. Here I 
found myself craving that legato absolu, where the notes seem 
to overlap or melt into one another, but this is absorbing 
playing. The ‘Final’ begins with a toccata-like figuration, and 
here the stark opening theme is transformed into something 
broader. The coda tests the organist’s pedal technique, with 
its furious semiquavers and large leaps. Sayer retains his poise, 
but the camera remains firmly on his hands!

During 1913 and 1914 Vierne was preoccupied with three 
large projects: the 24 Pièces en style libre, the symphonic poem 
Psyché, and the Symphony No. 4. As Europe exploded into 
war in 1914 Vierne fled to the west coast of France, and it 
was there that this symphony was composed. Its hauntingly 
simple opening recalls the solemn tolling of a bell, and the 
tonal colours are suitably sombre. The entire symphony is 

built on just two germinal cells, one highly chromatic and the 
other more lyrical. A ‘Minuet’ offers some respite, and Sayer’s 
characterisation is faithful to Vierne’s every marking (and 
the imaginative registrational scheme allows an appearance 
of the 1924 Solo Horn). Again, the recorded balance isn’t 
always propitious, and one might wish for slightly more from 
the acoustic, to add warmth and continuity to the beautifully 
shaped phrases. The ‘Romance’ brings a welcome moment 
of balm in what Vinter characterises as ‘beautiful harmony in 
rippling broken chord figurations’, but the tension between 
the two themes is never more apparent than in the last 
movement. The symphony finishes with the stark outline of 
the chromatic cell and four monumental tonic chords. The 
tolling bell has become thundering artillery. 

The First World War was another personal catastrophe for 
Vierne. By 1916, his brother René, his son and many of his 
students had been killed, and a little while later he developed 
glaucoma and was rendered virtually blind again. He took a 
four-year leave of absence from Notre-Dame to seek treatment 
in Switzerland, and Marcel Dupré stepped into his shoes at 
the cathedral. The Symphony No. 5 of 1923-24 followed his 
return to the capital in 1920, frail and impoverished, and 
marked Vierne’s progress into a more dissonant harmonic 
world. The symphony is the longest of the six and, again, 
its construction is cyclical. The two contrasting themes can 
be heard alternating with each other in the first bars of the 



opening ‘Grave’, and Sayer’s projection of this music offers 
us a glimpse into the composer’s dark night of the soul. An 
‘Allegro’ follows, with the first theme in inversion and the 
second broken into fragments. This is angry music which 
morphs into manic, whirling chromaticism, and although 
Sayer’s interpretation is impressively cogent, it sits just under 
the metronome mark and lacks an intensity and pathos at 
first. Then comes a spectral ‘Scherzo’, containing a nod to 
Dukas’s Sorcerer’s Apprentice, and a compound-time ‘Larghetto’ 
gives way to the pealing carillon of the ‘Finale’ in the tonic 
major key. Although a post-war disillusionment is palpable in 
much of the symphony, the last movement is optimistic, much 
more in the mood of the Symphony No. 1.  

The last seven years of Vierne’s life, 1930-37, were arguably 
his happiest, when he was fulfilled both personally and 
professionally. In 1930 he completed his Symphony No. 6, a 
work that Jeremy Filsell argues points to ‘a new musical and 
technical order, and a linguistic development perhaps only 
truly fulfilled by Vierne’s successors, Dupré, Messiaen and 
Alain’. The elaborate first theme is heard from the outset and 
a second theme is cloaked in a highly developed chromaticism. 
The ‘Allegro’ that emerges is redolent of the brilliance of the 
Symphony No. 2 and demands a great deal of virtuosity from 
the player. The Temple Church organ is more than up to this 
music, but the effect is rather more polite than Filsell’s blazing 
account at Rouen. As to the famous ‘Scherzo’, Vierne once 

said that he was aiming to depict a cathedral gargoyle. The 
manuscript of the Symphony No. 6 contains its own grotesque, 
however. So complex is the writing in the ‘Scherzo’ that over 
the years Vierne’s publishers have struggled to decipher it! 
Fortunately, Sayer’s performance is one of the clearest on disc. 
The solemn ‘Adagio’ takes the listener through an intriguing 
harmonic labyrinth, and, in contrast to the previous four 
movements, the sonata-rondo form ‘Finale’ is a carnival-
like explosion of musical ebullience. The famous cascading 
pedal scales are not for the faint-hearted, and happily these 
are firmly in shot in this movement! Sayer is at his best in 
these extrovert faster movements, and the ‘Finale’ is a fitting 
peroration for this, the final symphony. 

In closing his memoire as organist of Notre-Dame, Vierne 
wrote, ‘To the high mission which was entrusted to me, I 
have brought, for want of anything better, all the fidelity and 
sincerity of my heart as an artist and a believer’. The musical 
proof of this declaration can be found on every page of the six 
symphonies. The energy, colour, thematic innovation, ‘iron 
structure’ and exploration of the expressive qualities of the 
symphonic organ set these works apart. In this new release, 
Roger Sayer has brought this music to life in a compelling and 
thoughtful manner, and Fugue State Films are to be heartily 
congratulated on their imaginative videography and editing. 
This is yet another brilliant multi-disc box set to treasure.
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Notre-Dame de Paris, where Vierne was organist for 37 years
Photo: Roland Zink
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CHORAL EVENSONG:  
A LIVING TRADITION
Dr Victoria Johnson

Candlelit service, York Minster
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I’m sure I’m preaching to the choir when it comes to 
Evensong, and that you, dearly belovèd, know what Evensong 
is, and in your own mind and heart understand why it is 

important and part of a living tradition, as relevant to life today 
as much as it ever was in days gone by. Evensong is a sung form 
of daily Evening Prayer, and its liturgy has remained largely 
unchanged since the Reformation. Its first appearance was in 
the Book of Common Prayer of 1549, as an amalgamation of 
the evening monastic offices of Vespers and Compline. In the 
old English dialect, Vespers (derived from the Latin vespere 
meaning in the evening) was translated as ‘æfen-sang’ meaning 
‘evening star’ – not so difficult to see how we have derived the 
affectionate title of Evensong for this service that heralds the 
dusk and brightens the night. 

The DNA of this liturgy invokes and expresses the praises 
of God at the end of the day at sunset or eventide, and this 
call to prayer has remained fairly constant since the 16th 
century. It has only been derailed by, firstly, the events of the 
Commonwealth (1649-1660), when sung music was banned 
in churches and cathedrals, and secondly, of course, the 
global pandemic we are still living through, during which 
communal worship was fragmented, with singing initially 
being designated as a dangerous sport. In the past 18 months, 
as well as being deprived of the sacraments, we have also 
been denied the experience of choral worship, as have the 
musicians for whom this particular act of worship is their daily 
bread. Thanks be to God that the live music-making of the 
church is now re-emerging from this time of silence.

There is much to reflect on after this past year, not least how 
this form of worship has evolved and endured, whether by 
live-streaming, podcasts, the recording and re-constituting 
of digital choirs with multi-track technology or rehearsals on 
Zoom to keep the dream alive. In addition, the liturgy itself has 
survived because it is valid whether it is sung or said, and many 
have experienced the stillness and beauty that Cranmer’s 
poetic rendering of scripture can invoke even without musical 
embellishment and as a form of personal prayer. I would 
encourage all Evensong lovers, once in a while, to embrace a 
simple said service, both to remind them of all that music can 
bring as the handmaid of the liturgy and also so that they may 
uncover the essence of this service in the absence of a choir.

Evensong remains the church’s soft exhalation of prayer at 
the end of the day and the commending of all that has been 
done into the hands of God. Barbara Pym said that there was 
something ‘sad and essentially English’ about Evensong, and 
there may be something in this. It is a service of candlelight and 
bat flight, of shadows and echoes, of jubilance and restraint. It 
is the joyful expression of praise from a teenage girl realising 
her God-given vocation, and the final farewell of a good and 
faithful servant as he draws his last breath. Evensong can 
contain our unrequited longings and desires, it can hold the 
sorrows and sighs that for us are too deep for words. It readies 
us for rest, and enables us to lay down the day that has just 
passed with sins forgiven and hope restored so that we are 
fresh-faced for the day that will follow, or indeed ready to 
meet our maker should the night take us. It also inspires us to 
work towards that kingdom of which Mary sings in the words 
of the Magnificat, where the humble and meek are exalted 
and the rich and mighty toppled from their seats of power – 
lest anyone think that Evensong is too ‘establishment’.
 
One of the most unlikely mission initiatives, this ‘jewel in 
the crown’ of Anglican liturgy has begun to stir the souls of 
a growing number of people, perhaps because this kind of 
contemplative space is something increasingly needed in the 
chaos and confusion of the world. What is the attraction? 
Evensong is largely a liturgy where you participate through 
the imagination, your prayers are carried by clergy and choir, 
and you are given space to speak to God and let God speak to 
you through a feast of scripture. It is a service which makes 
few demands of the worshipper other than their time and a 
willingness to be still, and it expresses a kind of generosity that 
welcomes everyone without judgement. In most cathedrals it 
is a daily offering come rain or shine, so people can access 
worship on a day other than Sunday, reminding the world and 
the church that it is our duty to praise God seven whole days a 
week, not just one in seven. 
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Attendance at Evensong has recently been acknowledged 
to be one of the fastest growing in the Church of England, 
and here in York, prior to the pandemic, Choral Evensong 
attracted hundreds of worshippers on a daily basis. Our 
livestream service on Easter Day this year drew in 10,000 views 
online as well as reaching our covid-capacity in the building. 
Back in October 2020 we even enthroned a new archbishop in 
the context of Choral Evensong. It can be no surprise that the 
longest-running radio programme is the weekly broadcast on 
the BBC, going strong since 1926. As we emerge from our own 
challenging year, we are observing that the numbers regularly 
attending are increasing daily and it really doesn’t matter to 
us whether they would self-classify as tourist, visitor or pilgrim, 
believer or doubter – the miracle is that they are there and are 
somehow drawn into the beauty of holiness like moths to the 
light. Perhaps Evensong represents a way in for those who are 
tentatively exploring their faith or searching for meaning in 
their lives, a glimpse of the transcendent in a material world.
 
However, Evensong is not a museum piece and nor should it 
represent a form of ‘heritage Anglicanism’. The faith of the 
church is alive and active, and to survive whatever the next 
400 years may bring, Evensong, as a form of contemporary 
Christian worship, represents a living tradition which needs to 
evolve so as not to become fossilised, anachronistic, irrelevant 
or – dare one even say it – extinct. The last 400 years are 
testament to this adaptation and evolution, both musically and 
spiritually. Musically, we have journeyed through plainsong 
and into the rich pool of polyphonic music composed for this 
office; then through verse anthems and into the Victorian 
and Edwardian eras towards what some might call the zenith 
of music to accompany the canticles written by the hands of 
20th-century giants such as Bairstow, Howells and Francis 

Jackson. I have long noted that the presence at Evensong of 
the canticles of Herbert Howells can double numbers in the 
congregation – a new mission strategy perhaps? 

One of the many joys of this form of worship is that within 
one service you can hear the music of Palestrina and Byrd 
alongside contemporary music written in the last 50 years, all 
woven together as part of a seamless garment of praise. Like 
any evolving tradition there has been a wonderful blossoming 
of new music in recent years, both in terms of the responses 
and canticles and in the range of anthems suitable for this form 
of worship in places where there are choirs. Every choir and 
its precentor loves to sing the classic Preces and Responses by 
Bernard Rose, but a more contemporary setting by Matthew 
Martin also offers that same timeless sense of solemnity and 
completeness. Over the course of a few weeks in York very 
recently it was a delight to note that there was music by 
Imogen Holst, Becky McGlade, Anna Lapwood, Judith Weir, 
Sarah MacDonald, Roxanna Panufnik and Cecilia McDowall. 
Our own tradition in York is to regularly commission new 
music, and even in the depths of lockdown we were delighted 
to premiere three new anthems for ATB forces by McGlade, 
MacDonald and Philip Moore which articulated our universal 
longing to sing again as part of the worshipping Church.

Aligned with this burgeoning of new music has been a 
parallel flourishing of opportunities for girls and women in 
the life of the church as choristers, musicians and clergy for 
which I have to give thanks as the first female precentor at 
York Minster, a place where boys and girls sing equally and 
our back row is open to men and women. On that note, how 
wonderful it would be if someone could write some responses 
where I didn’t have to transpose the priest’s part up an octave 

York Minster girl and boy  
choristers in the quire



Cathedral MusiC 21

and into a new clef – these days not all priests sing bass! I 
sang Evensong a few years ago with the girl choristers of Ely 
Cathedral which was conducted by a female Director of Music 
with lessons read and prayers led by female colleagues both lay 
and ordained. To me, a lifelong singer and lover of Evensong, 
I didn’t really notice anything unusual because Evensong was 
still Evensong, it just had a different voice. Sadly, there are still 
comments undermining the musical and liturgical ministry 
being exercised by women and girls. This is nothing new in 
the Church of England, and a significant problem in the 
world of church music along with rightful challenge around 
the issues of race and class. To survive and indeed flourish, 
the daily offering of Evensong in our churches and cathedrals 
has to look to the future as part of a living church tradition 
which embraces and reflects the diversity of the communities 
it serves, and all people created in the image and likeness 
of God. Thankfully, access to this living tradition is being 
expanded in many and various ways, but the question should 
always be asked in every context, ‘What more can we do?’

So, what is it like to be part of this living and evolving tradition? 
From my own perspective as a precentor, the ‘one who sings 
first’, it is a deep joy to use my voice to lead others in prayer 
through song. I am privileged to be able to use my voice to 
begin worship each day in York Minster and sing those words 
which have sustained the faithful over centuries, O Lord, open 
thou our lips, and our mouth shall shew forth thy praise. Evensong 
is part of my DNA: I have sung it through childhood as a 
parish chorister, in festivals and on courses and through 
university in chapel choirs; I have directed church choirs as 
they have offered it, and given clergy confidence to cantor it. I 

have travelled to most English cathedrals to sing it as part of a 
visiting choir, and throughout my ordained ministry ensured 
that it was a foundational part of the church’s liturgical 
offering. 

Like anyone who has lived within this tradition I have 
experienced the usual array of evensong-related stories, many 
of which can only really be told in the pub afterwards (another 
long-standing Evensong tradition). From announcements of 
the wrong psalm or anthem to singing the wrong responses 
with the wrong tuning fork, from organ ‘disasters’ to choirs 
processing the wrong way. From mis-pronouncements in the 
first lesson to the thrill of a live broadcast; from anthems that 
have fallen apart, alongside performances that have made me 
weep with utter joy. I have seen them all and I cherish them all 
as part of a lively faith and a living tradition which I hope and 
pray will be without end, and a gift for generations to come.

The Revd Dr Victoria Johnson is 
Canon Precentor of York Minster 
and a trustee of The Church 
Music Society and the National 
Centre for Early Music. 

GRAHAM HERMON

I can count the times I have met Graham on the 
fingers of one hand, and not use all the fingers – but 
in the background of this magazine he has been a 

complete powerhouse. When I took over as Editor more 
than a decade ago my background was in publishing – 
for more than 30 years – but in book publishing, which is 
a different ball game, not least because photographs are 
not much used in fiction, which I worked in, and dealing 
with photographs is an area where Graham excels. 
Not only is he almost a professional photographer, he 
is also very knowledgeable about desk-top publishing 
and photographic reproduction. So, as readers of CV 

will be aware, he was responsible for ensuring that the 
look of FCM’s newsletter was first-rate in all respects, 
both photographically and typographically, but this 
was only part of his input. For behind the scenes at the 
magazine, entirely uncredited, he has always been on 
hand to advise and, following the Latin word moneo, to 
warn, admonish, remind and instruct – all of which he 
has done. He never hesitates to tell you point blank when 
he thinks something is not right, but is just as ready to 
take it on the chin when told the reason why. So when 
I arrived all those years ago he was very forthright, and 
rightly so, and during that time I have learnt so much 
from him. No longer do I have to agonise over which 
photograph is best, (although both of us do frequently 
despair about why so many people have photographs of 
themselves which do them so little justice) as I can spot 
the shadow falling in the wrong place/the photograph 
taken in a poorly lit organ loft/the camera focusing on 
the background rather than on the subject, but he is still 
worth his weight in gold. He is one of those wonderful 
people who likes things to be just right, and will spend 
whatever time it takes to make it so. Graham will sadly be 
retiring after the publication of this issue of CM, but his 
heartfelt contribution to the glorious cause of cathedral 
music and to this magazine will never be forgotten. I owe 
a huge amount to him and will be forever grateful to him.

Sooty Asquith
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MG. To what extent, James, and in what ways has cathedral 
music been a formative influence?

JB. Oh, enormously, and in so many ways! Like riding a 
bicycle: once you have experienced the pleasure, it never 
leaves you. Going to Evensong or Matins gives me a sense of 
timeless continuity. I am very much a passive worshipper. I 
well recall singing in a Sadlers Wells touring production of 
Semele in York, finding time before a performance to hear 
evensong at the Minster and experiencing a sense of inner 
peace and wellbeing – an intensely private enjoyment.

I recall you telling me that you were possibly the first choral 
scholar David Lumsden (DL) appointed at New College 
Oxford. How were you received?

I was only 19 at the time. There was a vacancy for an alto lay 
clerk and DL wished to re-introduce choral scholarships, 
which had been done experimentally some years before. The 
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lay clerks were initially rather suspicious of my youth, but I 
had plenty of confidence and DL urged them to give me a 
chance to prove myself, and they soon did this.

I believe that on graduation you were – for a time – a 
member of the choirs of both Christ Church and New 
College simultaneously. How did the two choirs differ and 
how did this work out in practice?

Because of the pattern of commitments it was feasible. There 
was no Sunday morning choral service at New College, 
Evensong at Christ Church was at 5.05pm with no rehearsal 
beforehand, and the New College rehearsal was 5.55 for 
6.15pm, so it was just about possible to sing at both – with a 
sprint between the two! 

Cathedral services rarely lasted more than 40 minutes 
in the week, and on Sundays I was allowed to put in a 
permanent deputy (from Queen’s College) and so Evensong 
at New College took precedence. Brian Kay had a similar 
arrangement with the two foundations. The choirs were very 
different, Christ Church being very much old school, in both 
repertoire and style of performance. The cathedral organist, 
Sydney Watson, was charming, and described me as rather ‘a 
Rolls Royce in an old garage’! DL at New College was more 
avant-garde in terms of choice of repertoire and attention to 
phrasing etc.

There was more time allocated to rehearsal at New College, 
and DL generally directed the choir in the stalls, whereas SW 
rarely conducted in person, the responsibility for sustaining 
the pulse being allotted to senior boys nodding across the 
choir. The cathedral foundation consisted of six lay clerks and 
six choral scholars in term time, but out of term it was just the 
six clerks and the boys who sang.

For many of us who have sung in such choirs, the daily 
psalmody remains a fundamental joy in choral services. Is 
this something you share?

Absolutely! I can still recite long passages from the evening 
psalms and the language is some of the most beautiful we 
have. I love listening to recordings of psalm singing by 
choirs such as Chichester under John Birch, or Kings under 
Willcocks, where text, chant and careful accompaniment 
combine to evoke something quite magical. I confess to being 
disappointed by the current trend of adopting the Pillar 
lectionary and I miss hearing the full appointed psalmody for 
the day.

Some would argue that there were more ‘characters’ in 
the back rows of days gone by. Do you recall any notable 
examples?

Oh, there were so many, and some of the stories about them 
are best left unprinted, though often shared across a table 
when two or three of us are gathered together to reminisce. 
I would just pick out two characters whom I recall with great 
fondness: Harry Barnes, tenor lay vicar at the Abbey who 
was such a dear, lovely man, and Frank Green, a bass at New 
College, who had sung for Bairstow at York – both were 
extremely helpful to me personally.

Many cathedrals now have female altos as well as males. Do 
you think this has created a different dynamic?

I recognise the change in attitude towards female altos. They 
can provide a different timbre, though I have reservations 
about their sound in, for example sustaining reciting notes 
– particularly in psalmody. Ideally in a back row of 12, the 
presence of both male and female altos gives a useful 
flexibility for creating differing textures. This is, however, less 
so in choirs of, say, only six lower voices.

In terms of 21st-century repertoire, far less music from 
the 17th and 18th centuries seems to figure on music lists. 
Why do you think this change has come about? Is there a 
noticeable difference in repertoire generally?

A lot of the great verse anthems are considered too taxing to 
rehearse and perform nowadays because of their very soloistic 
quality. Clergy seem to prefer shorter anthems without long 
ATB verses! The popularity of such music comes and goes. 
When I was a chorister at Ely, quite a lot of early music was 
performed, especially in Michael Howard’s time as Organist 
and Master of the Choristers. At Christ Church, Victoriana 
and Edwardiana were the mainstays of the repertoire, by 
and large, whereas at New College DL was very much more 
adventurous in his programming; for example, performing 
Byrd’s Great Service once a term and introducing pieces such 
as Tippett’s St John Service and Graham Whettam’s Coventry 
Service, both of which are generally considered challenging 
for most cathedral choirs today and in the 1960s were ground-
breaking additions to the repertoire.

Much more contemporary cathedral music is composed and 
performed nowadays, some of which is very good, some easily 
forgettable.

How do you respond to the liturgical changes we have seen 
over the past few decades in terms of cathedral services?

I lament the disappearance of Choral Matins greatly. So few 
foundations now perform this, even once a week. To me, 
Choral Matins is such a beautiful liturgical experience, and 
I am sad to see it become something of a ‘Cinderella’ service. 

Ireland in F, Stanford in C, Vaughan Williams in G – these 
morning canticles contain such glorious music in the Te Deum 
or Benedictus; Jackson in G and Sumsion’s B flat Benedicites 

A MAN OF PARTS: 
JAMES BOWMAN CBE
Michael Guest



 24 Cathedral MusiC

are Lenten or Advent highlights, so often ignored nowadays. I 
remember Herbert Sumsion inviting me to join the Gloucester 
choir when I was leaving Oxford in 1963 and in those days the 
only Sunday morning sung service at Gloucester Cathedral 
was Matins, replaced by Sung Eucharist once a month.

Another feature of the present-day liturgy which irks me is the 
way in which the flow of the service is too often interrupted 
by clerical ‘ad libs’ involving introductions and explanations. 
To me this distorts the perfection of Cranmer’s beautifully 
sculpted prose. I find the element of over-familiarity within 
the service to be an unwelcome development, and I dislike 
the tendency for ‘tinkering’ – Cranmer is displaced by 
colloquialism.

Do you recall any particularly amusing or untoward events 
interrupting divine service during your career?

One above all stands out and still makes me smile. It was 
my verse week at New College, and Gibbons’ anthem This 
is the Record of John was to be sung. During the final collect 
and the organ introduction to the anthem I developed a 
copious nosebleed. Feeling that a bloodied surplice was not 
a particularly edifying sight, I assumed a horizontal position 
on the seat under the stalls and sang the verses as well as the 
chorus from that recumbent posture. DL hissed at me, “What 
on earth are you doing?”, but the show went on regardless, so 
to speak.

Having been a member of two royal foundations, how did 
you feel about that particular privilege?

It was indeed an enormous privilege to belong to both. As 
part of my installation at Westminster I had to sign my name 
in a register of Abbey musicians, and to find Purcell’s own 
signature within that document was very humbling. Likewise, 
joining the Chapel Royal (when incidentally, I was ten years 
older than what had previously been the statutory retiring 
age for such membership) brought home to me the sense of 
historical continuity. I loved both the tradition and being part 
of the present-day incarnation of that remarkably long-lasting 
foundation. 

My starting salary at the Abbey was £300pa and gave me an 
entry into the world of London music-making. There was a 
generous allowance of absence permitted at that time and I 
came close to exceeding it. I shall always remain grateful to 
my fellow Alto Cantoris, Roland Tatnell – another wonderful 
character – who nearly always came to the rescue by covering 
my absences, occasioned as other singing engagements came 
my way. This was often particularly essential on Mondays, 
when only six lay vicars had to be in attendance. 

I was greatly touched upon finally retiring from the Chapel 
Royal to learn that my name had been added to the roll of 
honour at St James’s Palace.

What do you perceive to be the main challenges ahead for 
cathedral and collegiate choirs?

The post-pandemic world will certainly exacerbate problems 
which have been fermenting for some time now. Cathedral 
music is undoubtedly expensive to sustain. Effective 
recruitment of top lines is a constant issue and the competing 
demands upon the commitment of youngsters and their 
parents are very hard to accommodate. I would hate to see a 
situation where the number of weekday services was curtailed 
and have fears that it could too easily lead to a weekend-only 
situation, with services sung by only those people who love it 
enough to sustain things. It is most unfortunate that Directors 
of Music and Precentors seem to have more and more of their 
valuable time taken up with matters such as safeguarding, 
risk assessment and other non-musical administration, which 
though, of course, not optional, nevertheless take them away 
from their primary roles.

Looking back over a career of singing in choirs spanning 
more than six decades, what comparisons strike you as 
most notable?

In terms of musicality, the average age of lay clerks is much 
lower today, producing a more easily blended sound; the trebles 
sing in a far less ‘fluty’ manner, and much more attention is 
given in both front and back rows to singing technique. The 
post-1950 tradition of Oxbridge and other university scholars 
becoming professional lay clerks has produced a much 
more even standard in cathedral choirs across the country. 
When I first started out in cathedral music, certain far-flung 
cathedrals had unenviable reputations, particularly before 
widespread broadcasting – and now live-streaming – heralded 
a wider, more critical audience/congregation. I am not 
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personally a great fan of watching live-streamed services, but I 
can appreciate their merits under certain circumstances. On 
a purely subjective level, I want to be there in person, to smell 
the candles and hear the rustling of surplices! 

The disappearance of individual part-books to sing from and 
a more widespread availability of properly edited, published 
performing editions has also been a huge step forward from 
when I began.

If you were asked to describe an ideal bill of fare for a 
cathedral service, what choices would you make?

Oh, that’s quite a challenge, but probably Stanford in C or 
Wood Collegium Regale for the canticles. For the anthem, 
Wesley’s Ascribe unto the Lord, then the 20th evening psalm – 
104, sung to a chant by Stocks, sometime organist of St Mary’s 
Church, from the Ely Cathedral chant book.

If asked to sum up what the English choral tradition means 
to you, James, what would you say?

For me, it always has been and remains an integral part of 
my life, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Regardless of 
my varied performing career I shall always think of myself as 
primarily a church musician – despite operatic appearances 
at Covent Garden, Glyndebourne and La Scala, Milan. Of 
necessity, being a male alto, for me cathedral music is where 
I have always felt myself to be at home, both vocally and 
spiritually.

Thank you so much for sharing all this, James. I recall your 
declaration, “Forget Handel opera, give me Choral Evensong 
every time!’’, which clearly still holds good for you today. 
Congratulations on your forthcoming milestone and here’s 
wishing you many more years of enjoyment from cathedral 
music and musicians.

Michael Guest is a lay vicar emeritus at Lichfield Cathedral.
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Women have been composing sacred music for as 
long as men. The most famous woman composer 
from the Middle Ages, or Medieval Period, is a 

Benedictine nun, Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179). She 
composed extensively, adding to the plainchant repertory 
of the day which was sung by the nuns in her convents. 
Her compositions, preserved in a beautiful illuminated 
manuscript, comprise music for the liturgical year, and 
include antiphons, responsorial psalms, hymns, a Kyrie and 
an Alleluia. This music is freely available to download from 
the Hildegard Society’s website. 

It seemed strange to me that since (and before!) Hildegard, 
women have been composing liturgical music, yet I was not 
hearing any of their music when I attended church. The more 
aware of this I became, the more I noticed that the music lists 
were resolutely male. I decided to investigate why.

I had several aspirational discussions with Louise Stewart, 
a friend whom I had met when singing with Sarum Voices, 
about how we might hear more music by women in our local 
places of worship. We were both regular churchgoers at the 
time, and had become aware that none of the repertoire 
being sung was written by women. This led to organising 
three International Women’s Day services at St Thomas’s 
Church, Salisbury, in 2017, 2018 and 2019, where all the 
music, played and sung, was composed by women. Louise 
and I were determined to include the finest repertoire, but 
found the researching process both laborious and hugely 
time-consuming. I think it was at this point that I realised why 
so many Directors of Music, or Organists and Masters of the 
Choristers, were struggling to achieve a diverse repertoire 
with their choirs; they just didn’t have the time to carry out all 
the legwork required to augment their music libraries. 

It was clear that several things needed to be done to make this 
easier for the repertoire decision-makers. Firstly, producing 
some sacred music anthologies seemed to be one of the most 
cost-effective ways to help churches, chapels and cathedrals 
acquire a curated collection of pieces which had been 
selected both for their excellence, and for their suitability 
for various points of the liturgical year. I checked the sacred 
music anthologies on my bookshelf and saw that women 
composers had been omitted from almost all of them. There 
did, however, seem to be plenty of exclusively men composer 
anthologies available!

We quickly became overwhelmed with the amount of 
repertoire that needed to be sifted through to achieve 
coherent anthologies, and found ourselves discarding 
hundreds of pieces simply because a theme had been 
duplicated, or one piece was a setting of the same piece of 
poetry as another. Difficult decisions had to be made about 
many of the wonderful submissions by some of our most 
inspirational living composers. It occurred to me that a 
comprehensive database of all the available repertoire would 
have been incredibly helpful but, at the time, none existed.

Excluding composers is an inevitable result of having too 
much repertoire to consider. Part of the balance of including 
historical and living composers extended to including 
composers from as wide a nationality base as possible. Plenty 
of ethnic minority composers living in the UK and USA 
compose, or composed, sacred choral music, so it was not 

difficult to ensure cultural, and ethnic, diversity amongst the 
women selected. As you might expect, the anthologies are 
all the richer from this approach to inclusion, whether or 
not the composers in question draw on their heritage when 
composing. Pieces in Welsh (with an English alternative 
provided!), an arrangement of a spiritual a composer learned 
from her parents as a child, and the incorporation of the 
traditional Gullah art of stick pounding into an effervescent 
multi-layered piece, give a taste of the diversity on offer. 
Across the three volumes there are options to sing in Italian, 
German, Swedish and French, in addition to English and 
Latin. Short biographies, and commentaries on the pieces, 
are also included to provide further illumination. 

One of my particular passions had been making music by 
women composers of days gone by easily accessible, particularly 
to upper-voice choirs, primarily for the choir I direct, to sing. 
As there is an additional cost involved with licensing any music 
that is in copyright, my focus became music from the 18th and 
19th centuries. I revelled in the opportunity to arrange some 
excellent repertoire by composers from previous centuries for 
SATB, as well as for upper voices; so much so that there was 
soon surplus music which has since been taken on by Banks 
Music Publications and Chichester Music Press, to ensure that 
these pieces reached a wider audience too. 

Soon Sacred Music by Women Composers Vol I (SATB Anthems) 
was published. The launch, in November 2019, was hosted 
by Selwyn College Cambridge, whose chapel choir director, 
Sarah MacDonald, was a staunch supporter of the project. By 
the New Year, the first print-run of Volume One had sold out 
which, we thought, boded well for the future. 

An exciting launch of Volume II (Upper Voices Anthems), by the 
National Youth Choir of Scotland, was planned for April 2020; 
the timing could not have been worse. The devastating effect 
of Covid-19 on choral singing had a huge impact on sales 
of Volume II and, if it had not been for Louise’s incredible 
forbearance, Volume III (Advent to Candlemas) might never 
have been published. Astonishingly, by December 2020, this 
Christmas volume was on the shelves, and several choirs were 
able to make immediate use of it. It would be misleading of 
me not to observe that sales of this volume have also been 
severely affected, and I hope that the lifting of restrictions 
on choral singing will encourage directors to look to the 
future, and consider including pieces from Volume III in this 
Christmas’s services and concerts. 

But what of the treasures herein? My favourite piece from 
Volume I is Cecilia McDowall’s The Lord is good. The intertwining 
soprano solos above the sumptuous choral harmonies 
make my spine tingle. Cecilia McDowall’s genius lies in her 
incredible skill at spacing out the notes so that the resulting 
chords ring with an extra magic. Complicated harmonics are 
at work here, but she makes the technique sound effortless. 
Similarly ethereal to The Lord is good is Hannah Kendall’s 
Nativity from Volume III. Immaculately scored for upper voices 
(one of two pieces for upper voices in this volume), Nativity 
compelled me to look on the Christmas story with fresh eyes, 
and be all the richer for the experience. A contrasting but no 
less powerful piece is Crossing the Bar by Rani Arbo, also from 
Volume I. Her chordal, hymn-like texture, and use of textual 
repetition ensures that Tennyson’s poetry hits home; I defy 
anyone not to be moved!

WOMEN COMPOSERS  
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A criticism levied at much contemporary choral music is the 
dearth of ‘upbeat’ pieces. Not so in the Multitude of Voyces 
anthologies. From the rhythmic Noel: Verbum caro factum est 
by Tamsin Jones and Blessed be! by Melanie DeMore (both 
Volume III) to the Gospel style of Give us grace by Joanna Forbes 
L’Estrange (Volume II), there is much lively, and memorable 
writing. And what of Hildegard? It would be remiss of an 
anthological series of music by women to neglect her. She is 
featured in Volume II, both in her own right with a faithful 
transcription of O virtus sapientie by the Hildegard scholar 
Beverly Lomer, and as inspiration, both as composer and poet 
respectively, for pieces by Linda Kachelmeier and Carlotta 
Ferrari. 

Also worthy of mention are the specially constructed organ 
parts for Lili Boulanger’s Pie Jesu, and Grace Williams’s Psalm 
150 – the presence of these means that, for the first time, 
these masterpieces can be sung at Evensong with no further 
adaptations needing to be made. Along with new performing 
editions of the Renaissance repertoire, as well as the ready 
availability of music by Ethel Smyth, Julia Perry, Morfydd 
Owen and Fanny Hensel (to name but a few), it becomes clear 
what an achievement this set of anthologies really is. 

And on that subject, this article gives me the opportunity to 
pay tribute to Louise Stewart’s incredible perseverance despite 
all the adversity of the past 18 months; the anthologies are an 
astonishing triumph at the best of times. With an ambitious 
recording project of the pieces being completed over the 
summer, these volumes will be a fantastic set of resources 
available to choir directors to choose new repertoire for the 
autumn. Any Christmas music list that does not embrace a 
more diverse range of composers will be disappointing 
indeed.

It is fair to say that, over the past five years, since first 
conversations in 2016, much progress towards more diversity 
of repertoire has been made. The Institute for Composer 
Diversity has evolved, providing a searchable database for 
choral music, and Musforum, the online network for women 
organists, has begun to provide a sacred music database 
(called A Great Host of Composers) which is organised to list 
pieces by women composers for the church year. Suggestions 
for Year B of the Revised Common Lectionary have been 
completed, with C and A to follow. 

In addition to the three Multitude of Voyces anthologies, 
several publishing houses have begun to embrace women 
composers more wholeheartedly. Selah Publishing Co., which 
hails from Canada, launched the Sarah MacDonald Choral 
Series which publishes music for the church by women, and 
Banks Music Publications established the Kassian Choral 
Series, a new choral series which highlights the writing of 
women composers. I was approached by Encore Publications, 
who already publish the oeuvre of several women composers, 
and was pleased to be invited to contribute some original 
pieces for mixed voices (SATB). 

I have found that my social media presence has also gone a long 
way to raising awareness of the paucity of women composers 
in the repertoire of cathedrals, chapels and churches. Many 
listeners had been ignorant of the lack of diversity in the 
sacred music sung in their own building, particularly when 
the full names of the composers are not shared with the clergy, 

choir-members or congregation. Whilst there are plenty who 
have embraced the idea of widening the repertoire, the idea 
has sometimes been met with hostility too, as individuals have 
had to grapple with ingrained prejudices in their places of 
worship. This is uncomfortable to write but will sadly remain 
the case in many ecclesiastical establishments until it is 
challenged. 

There is much still to be achieved, and Multitude of Voyces, 
despite being a modest-sized organisation, is determined 
to continue to work to bring more fantastic music to the 
fore. The website (www.multitudeofvoyces.co.uk) provides 
more details concerning, for example, an inclusive hymnal, 
as well as other projects for the future. The fact remains, 
however, that Multitude of Voyces has not yet recouped the 
costs of producing the anthologies, largely due to the effects 
of the pandemic on projected sales. Finding benefactors 
to purchase sets for cash-strapped churches has been a 
tricky task this year, and few choirs have wanted to augment 
their libraries when they were not even singing the music 
they owned. I know that Louise Stewart would be glad to 
hear from anyone who has the means to help Multitude of 
Voyces; she can be contacted via their website. I have found 
the experience of discovering more women composers, both 
historical and contemporary, hugely enriching, and hope 
that you will feel the same when you listen to or sing some of 
this outstanding music.

Olivia Sparkhall is a composer, conductor, and 
head of academic music at Godolphin School, 
Salisbury. In demand as a vocal workshop leader, 
Olivia has worked with many young choirs, and 
conducts massed children’s choir concerts for the 
charity, Barnardo’s. An acclaimed composer, Olivia 
is published by Banks, Encore, Chichester Music 
Press, and Multitude of Voyces. Her book, A Young 
Person’s Guide to Vocal Health, was published by 
Compton Publishing in October. She is a member of 
the Cathedral Music Trust Development Committee.
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OVERLOOKED 
OR IGNORED? 
FASCINATING 

MUSIC YOU WON’T 
FIND ELSEWHERE!  
Martin Anderson
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In May this year Toccata Classics – the label I founded in 
2005 with the express purpose of issuing recordings of 
unjustly neglected music – brought out its 500th release. 

Every one of those albums had at least one first recording on 
it; most were entirely of music that had never come before the 
microphones before. But why on earth would anyone launch a 
label that specialises in music that nobody knows? It’s difficult 
enough these days to sell recordings of composers that people 
have heard of, let alone put unfamiliar names before the 
public. “Out of the crooked timber of humanity, no straight 
thing was ever made”, said Kant, and so it has proved in this 
instance, too: the knots and whorls of the evolution of music 
contain material that’s just as interesting as the stuff that gets 
carted off to the sawmills of history.

The influences that feed into a personality and colour the 
decisions it takes aren’t always obvious when they make their 
mark. If I can locate a single point at which my life took the 
direction it did, it came when I was perhaps nine or ten, and 
my grandfather gave me a little transistor radio – just a small, 
hand-held thing in a Bakelite case and a leather holder. I 
suddenly became much keener to go to bed on time, and 
would snuggle down, head under the pillow, pretending to be 
asleep, but with one ear pressed against this radio. Most of the 
time I would listen to the Third Programme, as Radio 3 then 
was, but when it presented drama or other items that didn’t 
interest me or closed down around midnight, I would roam 
the airwaves to see what I could find, noting the names of any 
interesting composers I discovered for further investigation. 
Eventually, all the continental stations would also shut down, 
leaving only the call sign of Radio Tirana on the airwaves (I 
can still sing you it) – and at last I would fall sleep.

As I got to know the standard concert repertoire in my 
teens, I was thus increasingly aware of the huge proportion 
of good music that was not being heard in concert halls or 
popping up in front of the microphones in the recording 
studio. Coming down to London in 1977 after finishing my 
degree (at St Andrews, in mediaeval French and German), 
I not only lapped up the mainstream repertoire that I had 
never heard in concert in provincial Scotland (Bruckner and 
Mahler symphonies, for example), but also took advantage of 
the richness of London’s off-piste musical life to continue my 
voyage of discovery.

I’ve been fortunate, over the years, to make the acquaintance, 
even enjoy the friendship, of some remarkable people. 
Among the composers, two of the most memorable were 
Hans Gál (1890–1987) and Harold Truscott (1914–91) – 
not only fine composers but each a repository of musical 
knowledge of astonishing breadth and depth: before the IT 
revolution opened up the backwaters of musical history to 
us all, these two men personified the kind of patient and 
profound scholarship that seemed to embrace the entire 
history of classical music. It was a rare day when you could 
catch either out by asking him about a composer he hadn’t 
heard of, and when you did, it brought a tingle of triumph 
– 40 years on, my friend Guy Rickards is still chuffed that 
Harold hadn’t heard of Jens Lolle, an 18th-century Danish 
ballet composer. I used to fill cassettes with recordings of 
music I was sure Harold wouldn’t be able to identify and send 
them to him without any indication of what he was hearing; I 
never once got the better of him. Hans grew up in a Vienna 
that was deeply musical; he seemed to have known many 
of the movers and shakers of that world. I asked him once: 
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Toccata Classics regulars – Paul Mann and the 
Liepāja Symphony Orchestra on the Latvian coast

“There’s a rumour that you played the piano to Brahms – is 
that true?” He didn’t say no; he said: “What do you expect? I 
was only six when he died.” 

These men, and others like them, made me aware of the 
narrowness of the general view of music history. They 
taught me to look beyond the names of the two dozen or so 
composers generally agreed to have written great music to 
learn more about the other composers among whom they 
walked. As it happens, I’ve not had any formal education in 
the two disciplines in which I have made my living – music 
and economics – and I suppose that has allowed me to 
take something of an outsider’s view, and question received 
opinion: no one told me what I was supposed to think. 
Another of the major influences on my life was the musician 
and writer Hans Keller, like Hans Gál a refugee from Hitler’s 
Vienna, and one of Hans’s maxims was ‘Thinkers of the world, 
disunite!’ But that approach had been forming my views from 
an early age.

When I started writing reviews of concerts and recordings, in 
the late 1970s, my editors – who had their usual Brahms boffins 
and Schubert specialists – found me a useful repository into 
which they could sweep all the releases and performances 
that no one else was interested in, and so my parallel world 
continued to expand. I got to know the founders of many of 
the independent labels – people like Ted Perry of Hyperion 
and Robert von Bahr of Bis – and would make suggestions as 
to composers and repertoire that they might want to explore. 
I once suggested that Ted pay more attention to Robin 
Milford; his response was: “I’d love to, Martin, but I’d sell 15 
copies”. (By the time I found out he was right, I was already 

on the back of my own tiger.) Almost none of my wonderful 
proposals was ever taken up.

In 2000 I was asked to edit the online magazine of a website 
called Ludwigvanweb, which aimed to provide a download 
service for small labels. The problem was that it was years 
ahead of its time, and it failed because the connectivity 
required simply wasn’t there: people were still using dial-up 
modems in those days. One of my ideas was that we should 
start our own label, and I began to plan a whole series of 
releases – but that deck of cards came tumbling down.

Two years later, I was covering the Trondheim Festival for 
the Independent (in those days the British press was interested 
in the arts, even in other countries), and – and you’ll have 
to forgive me a little profanity here – the thought suddenly 
came into my head: ‘F*** it, I’ll do it myself.’ Those very 
words – and the ‘F*** it’ is important: it indicated that there 
was some kind of internal debate going on that my conscious 
mind was unaware of. People have occasionally said that it was 
‘courageous’ of me to found a label with such an explicitly 
crusading aim, but courage didn’t come into it: the decision 
revealed itself to me ready-taken.

My initial impulse was to give the label a name that would 
indicate that it intended to break free from the conventions 
stifling classical music. The Nash Ensemble was in residence 
at Trondheim at the time, and so I asked either its violist 
Lawrence Power or pianist Ian Brown (neither they nor I 
can remember which it was): “Would you record for a label 
called The Dog’s Bollocks?” Lawrence or Ian, the answer was 
informative: “I don’t think your problems would come from 
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the musicians!”– and then, of course, I realised that a joke 
you have to explain has lost its humour. UK audiences might 
get the point (and not even all of them, it’s true), but the 
Japanese and the Americans would be baffled; and so I had 
to renounce the exquisite anticipation of hearing those well-
bred folk on Radio 3 on a Saturday saying, ‘New from The 
Dog’s Bollocks this week…’. And as I had been publishing 
books on music at Toccata Press since 1981 (that’s another 
story), Toccata Classics was the obvious compromise name for 
my new label.

In May this year Toccata 
Classics – the label I founded 
in 2005 with the express 
purpose of issuing recordings 
of unjustly neglected music – 
brought out its 500th release.

Having taken the decision to start Toccata Classics (consciously 
or otherwise), I spent the next three years planning the 
launch of the label, building up an arsenal of recordings, 
getting a website ready, establishing a cover template – all 
the things I would need to do to hit the ground running. 
There was also the practical side of things to be seen to, and 
Klaus Heymann, founder of the Naxos label, proved to be of 
immense help here. I knew Klaus anyway, having interviewed 
him on a few occasions and been involved in getting a handful 
of recordings off the ground for him. When he heard of my 
plans, he invited me along to the annual gatherings of Naxos 
and its distributors, which then took place in the Kingsway 

Hotel in central London (formerly a fabled recording 
studio). He also set up contacts for me for manufacturing and 
warehousing through the Naxos machinery.

You have to do something grandiose to celebrate your 50th 
birthday, and what better way than to launch your own 
recording label? Jonathan Freeman-Attwood, Principal of 
the Royal Academy of Music, generously gave me the use of 
Duke’s Hall for the occasion, and so, on 3 September 2005, 
Toccata Classics was presented to the musical world – with the 
first six releases arriving from the factory in Germany that very 
morning. 

My guiding principle from the start was that it didn’t matter 
where, when and by whom the music we might release was 
written; the only two house rules were that we wouldn’t repeat 
material already adequately represented in the catalogues, 
and that the works we were resurrecting had to deserve their 
rediscovery: plenty of music is forgotten for good reason. 
Louis Armstrong is supposed to have said: “There are two 
kinds of music: the good, and the bad.” Others ascribe the 
saying to Duke Ellington. Either way, it’s true, and it’s true of 
all styles of music. Moreover, music doesn’t have to be original 
– not every composer can be a Bach, Bartók, Beethoven or 
Berlioz – but it does have to have personality. From the start, 
too, the idea was to feature one composer at a time: if you’re 
an unknown composer, the least a recording can do is give 
you enough space to establish a creative personality. 

I had initially imagined that much of the music appearing on 
Toccata Classics would be by forgotten Romantics – men like 
Wilhelm Berger, Friedrich Gernsheim, Julius Röntgen – but 
in the event other elements came into play as well. The days 
when record labels could afford to fund recordings themselves 
are long gone, and so we are dependent on musicians 
producing the masters themselves: being ‘seen’ in a recording 

Klaus Heymann
Photo: hnh



is a vital element in the development of a career. Most are 
content to plough the same old furrows, or feel that they have 
something new to say about the Bach partitas or Beethoven 
sonatas, but some realise that, in a crowded field, they’ll need 
to find repertoire that allows them to stand out, and so they 
look for interesting figures who might attract the attention of 
the critics and thus they ride to people’s notice on the back 
of these composers. The contacts I made as a reviewer stood 
me in good stead: musicians in Estonia, Finland, Russia and 
elsewhere on the fringes of Europe knew of my interest in 
their musical cultures, and so – as I had rather hoped in the 
early days of Toccata Classics – the label became a vector for 
much music that had no other representation in western 
catalogues. 

Living composers have formed a far bigger part in our output 
than I had foreseen. My initial supposition was that the living 
could beat their own drum and so the label should concentrate 
on those who no longer could – but I soon realised that you 
don’t have to be dead to be neglected, and I’m pleased to 
report that our recordings have made a material difference to 
the lives of quite a number of composers.

We bring out four releases a month, aiming to offer a variety 
of the forces involved (piano, orchestral, chamber, etc.), 
historical period, geographical original and so on. And we 
recently launched a sister label, Toccata Next, since I found 
that I was rejecting interesting projects because they didn’t 
fit with the single-composer fundamentalism of Toccata 
Classics. 

It has sometimes been a hairy ride: I had to sell the three flats I 
bought that were intended to feed me in my old age to keep my 
label alive in its infancy. But 15 years in, though other labels, of 
course, bring out unknown repertoire, Toccata Classics is still 
the only one that specialises, exclusively, on music that has not 
been recorded before, and it regularly earns encomia from 
the critics for the unpredictability of the repertoire and the 
quality of the booklet notes that accompany our releases. And 
even after 500 of them, we’ve barely scratched the surface: 
we could concentrate on 18th-century Czech string quartets 
or 15th-century Flemish polyphony and not run out of music 
for decades. Giving every unjustly neglected composer a bite 
of the cherry should keep the label busy long after the worms 
have munched their way through my mortal remains.
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TOCCATA PRESS: 40 THIS YEAR
Not only did Toccata Classics release its 500th recording in 
2021, this summer also saw the 40th anniversary of Toccata 
Press, the publishing company I founded with the express 
intention of filling some of the major gaps in the literature 
of music. Between 1977 and ’87 I worked for the Institute of 
Economic Affairs, the free-market thinktank which changed 
the climate of opinion (not only in the UK) in favour of free-
market and small-state solutions to economic problems by 
dint of publishing a long series of tracts addressing various 
facets of economic policy. I thought I could take a leaf from 
this book and publish material on important composers who 
had not received their fair share of the limelight. While I 
was pondering this step, the composer Robert Simpson got 
in touch to say that he had written a book attacking the way 
the BBC planned the Proms, but he had fallen out with his 
publisher – and since I worked in publishing, could I find him 
one? I talked to a few contacts, one of whom said: “Why don’t 
you do it?” – and I didn’t have an answer. The book went from 
typescript to publication in six weeks, and we brought out The 
Proms and Natural Justice on the first night of the Proms that 
year. It had just the impact Bob was hoping for: a leader in 
the Daily Telegraph, front page of the Listener, and much more. 
And his argument – that you do need a single set of prejudices 
in charge of planning the Proms, but not somebody in post 

until he is claimed by death or the BBC pension scheme – still 
resonates four decades later. 

Since then I have published books on a wide range of 
composers who at the time had not had the attention they 
deserve in print: Adolf Busch, Butterworth, Enescu, Irgens-
Jensen, Jenkins (John, not Karl!), Moeran, Pfitzner, Franz 
Schmidt, Ronald Stevenson, Szymanowski, Martinů, Villa-
Lobos and many more. There are some surprising gaps in 
the literature: Brian Newbould on the Schubert symphonies 
and Lionel Pike on those of Vaughan Williams broke some 
unexpected ice. William Melton’s study of Humperdinck 
– our most recent title – was the first in English. Books on 
Diepenbrock, Gideon Klein, Weinberg and many others 
are in preparation. A series of the writings of prominent 
musicians began in 1983 with an anthology I edited of Sir 
Adrian Boult’s broadcasts, essays and articles, followed by 
those of Otto Klemperer, Luigi Dallapiccola, Havergal Brian, 
Vagn Holmboe, Karol Szymanowski, William Alwyn, Hans 
Keller, André Tchaikovsky, Hans Gál and others.

All this editorial activity keeps me fiercely busy, but this means 
that I never mind if someone is late for an appointment. I simply 
whip some proofs out of my bag and get some reading done!

Martin Anderson runs the recording labels Toccata Classics and Toccata Next and publishes books on 
classical music as Toccata Press; he also writes about music in various publications in Britain and abroad. 
He worked in economics for 20 years, and on his return to London from Paris in 1997 he supported himself 
as a freelance writer and reviewer, with a particular interest in the music of Nordic and Baltic composers, to 
the extent that, in 2017, he was given the Heino Eller Award for his services to Estonian music.
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Dr Colin Walsh played his last services, firstly as 
Organist and Master of the Choristers and then as 
Organist Laureate, at Lincoln Cathedral on Sunday 

25 July 2021, having been appointed as Organist Emeritus. 
In typical and exemplary style, his final voluntary was Bach’s 
epic Passacaglia and Fugue in C minor, BWV 582, but he also 
played music by his beloved mentor, Jean Langlais, and even 
managed to fit in a brief rendition of Arthur Sullivan’s The Lost 
Chord (“Seated one day at the organ...”). Thus Colin ended 
his tenure at Lincoln with the customary skill, artistry and wit 
with which he had graced the role for the past 33 years. But 
his voluntaries were not the only treats for the congregation 
that day. During the Eucharist, Colin gave us several examples 
of his inimitable improvisation skills – an inspiring and 
grandiose processional, an uplifting and ‘Messiaenic’ gradual, 
and a beautiful and evocative accompaniment to the prayer 
of consecration – all delivered with seamless fluidity and a 
beautiful soundscape which lifted our worship that morning 
to a higher plane.

Colin was born in Portsmouth and began learning piano from 
the age of 6. His school was next to the cathedral, and while 
walking home from school he became entranced by the sound 
of the organ and choir. Colin began organ lessons at the age of 
14 with Christopher Gower, the organist at Portsmouth. “My 
family was not musical and didn’t interfere with my musical 
studies, and I am very grateful for that,” he says. “I’ve never 
sung, and that’s why I gravitated to the organ. But I didn’t 
even know Stanford in C when I was 15.”

Chichester Cathedral was also a great source of inspiration, 
where the great John Birch was organist. Colin describes a 
‘Damascus moment’ when he attended Evensong on the 30th 
evening, with Stanford’s setting of Psalm 150. At that point 
Colin knew that he wanted to be a cathedral organist. “After 
school I got on the train to Chichester, went to the cathedral 
at 4pm and listened to the rehearsal and Evensong while 
doing my homework.” In the course of time he was allowed to 
sit up in the organ loft and hear the choir at work.

Nicholas Danby, organist of the Farm Street Roman Catholic 
church in Mayfair, gave a masterclass in Portsmouth, and 
recommended that Colin have lessons with him in London. 
Danby had been a pupil of Guy Weitz, the Belgian organist 
and composer and contemporary of Marcel Dupré, and was 
also a pupil of Widor. The influence of the French school of 
organ-playing was beginning to make its mark.

Colin’s first organist position was at St Faith’s, Havant, near 
Portsmouth, at the age of 16. During that time he completed 

his ARCO and ARCM. Now came his first association with 
plainsong and the Gregorian Mass, Missa de angelis, as he 
began playing at other churches in Portsmouth, including 
some of the Catholic ones.

In the early 1970s there was a vacant organ scholarship position 
at St George’s Windsor, and Nicholas Danby recommended 
Colin for that. This was in the last year of Sidney Campbell’s 
tenure at St George’s. According to Colin, Campbell was an 
inspired and ‘maverick’ musician. His accompaniment of 
the psalms was “incredible” – subtle but dramatic. Colin had 
several opportunities to conduct the choir, though always 
unexpectedly – “Sidney would say – ‘Colin, why don’t you go 
down and conduct Gibbons Short?’” Campbell died while 
Colin was there, which led to Colin playing for the Garter 
Service and the Duke of Gloucester’s funeral in the same week. 

The opening at St George’s had coincided with the Oxbridge 
organ scholarship trials – during Colin’s first week at Windsor, 
he learnt that he had been appointed as Organ Scholar at 
Christ Church under Simon Preston for the following year. 
At Christ Church he was immediately impressed by Preston’s 
attention to detail, (“The music was always at mega wattage”) 
and by the incredible sounds that Preston could conjure from 
the Christ Church organ. (“He really made it purr! His playing 
had a terrific sense of line, like a great ship sailing along 
seamlessly.”) Many years later, Philippe Lefebvre, organist 
of Notre-Dame in Paris, gave a recital at Lincoln Cathedral 
and Colin listened to his improvisations in rehearsal. Colin 
recalls: “He made the organ sound like Chartres Cathedral. 
He conjured the most extraordinary sounds from the organ, 
and Simon Preston used to do that too. Simon very rarely 
played voluntaries, but often accompanied the canticles and 
psalms. He didn’t tell the choir (or me!) when he was going to 
play, but would often ask me to play for parts of the service at 
a moment’s notice, so I had to always be prepared. The choir 
at the time was world-class – seamless legato and incredibly 
accurate. A very exciting sound.”

The role of organ scholar at Christ Church was busier than 
most in Oxford, the building being a cathedral as well as a 
college chapel, and the choir had a mixture of adult lay clerks 
and student choral scholars, which gave it more stability. 
After four years Colin went as Assistant Organist to Salisbury 
Cathedral under Richard Seal, who had formerly been an 
assistant to John Birch, so Colin was already familiar with his 
approach. He was a very gifted choir trainer and taught Colin 
a great deal. Colin remained at Salisbury for seven years, 
enjoying the Willis organ, which gave him an opportunity to 
explore the French repertoire.

COLIN WALSH – AN ORGANIST  
OF GREAT MERIT!
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Another of his ‘Damascus moments’ was hearing Pierre 
Cochereau at Notre-Dame in Paris at the age of 24. Colin 
was on holiday in France and found himself in Notre-Dame. 
“After the service I heard a wonderful sound coming from the 
organ and then it was as if a bomb had gone off! Cochereau 
himself was at the organ. I laughed to see the regular 
congregation immediately leaving. I had to sit down because 
it felt as though you could be blown away. I wondered how on 
earth it was possible to make such sounds.” Nicholas Danby 
recommended that he study with Jean Langlais for the next 
three or four years, so he commuted to France during half 
terms and holidays. “Langlais was a small man, about 5ft 4in, 
with big black spectacles – he was totally blind by that stage. His 
teaching was very precise: ‘The first note is too short. Second 
one longer. Again, please.’” He told Colin some wonderful 
stories about Franck and Vierne, and taught him to play each 
composer very differently. He also learnt improvisation from 
Langlais. During his trips to France Colin had the opportunity 
to hear Messiaen, Langlais and others playing. At the time, 
Messiaen was only permitted to play his own music at one of 
the masses at the Church of the Holy Trinity. At the other 
service he was told to play more regular repertoire. At one 
service all the improvisations sounded like Mendelssohn. 
In Colin’s view, Messiaen could improvise anything – even a 
Mahler symphony if you asked him to. 

After Salisbury came Colin’s first full position as Master of 
Music at St Albans, and then he moved to Lincoln in 1988 
as Organist and Master of the Choristers. Neil Collier from 
Priory Records remembers Colin fondly from his many 
recordings for the label: “He is my longest-standing artist. 
His mastery of the repertoire is outstanding, and his psalm 
accompaniment is unbelievable. Because he is so modest, 
his playing isn’t as recognised as some others. He knows the 
repertoire extremely well and is always very well prepared. He 
does a maximum of two takes, and that’s it. He’s one of the 
best organists I’ve ever worked with and, of course, he is also 
incredibly amusing.”

In 2003 Colin became Organist Laureate at Lincoln, which 
gave him the freedom to dedicate more of his time to his 
career as a recitalist and teacher. The years that followed saw 
concert tours to Australasia, Hong Kong, Moscow and most of 
the European countries. He started teaching and examining 
in Cambridge and London, and several of his former students 
are now working in cathedrals throughout Britain. 

The Director of Music at Lincoln, Aric Prentice, said: “It has 
been a pleasure to work with Colin for the last almost 20 years. 
His outstanding musicianship, his great wealth of experience 
and his sense of humour have all made him a superb colleague, 

COLIN WALSH – AN ORGANIST  
OF GREAT MERIT!

Simon Crookall

Colin Walsh at the organ of Lincoln Cathedral 
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and it has been very good fun to work alongside him. Colin 
has delighted worshippers and audiences every day with his 
invention and fresh approach to accompaniments, psalms 
and hymns – as well as his mastery of a large repertoire of 
voluntaries and concert pieces. None of us will easily forget his 
ability to improvise on any theme, including on one occasion 
an intrusive car alarm! We all wish him well for a long and 
happy retirement from his regular duties and look forward to 
seeing and hearing him as he becomes Organist Emeritus, a 
well-deserved honour.”

Stephen Layton, choral conductor and Director of Music at 
Trinity College Cambridge, has known Colin for many years: 
“Colin is a very rare breed of musician – an outstanding 
organist and choral conductor. He can play anything, and 
plays it all with impeccable style, informed wisdom and 
understanding, which is quite unusual. You can see that in 
his extensive discography. He plays Bach on the Willis organ 
in what some might call an ‘old school’ approach, but it is 
full of intensity and feeling. The articulation and clarity is 
intrinsic, but Colin chooses to play it in a big acoustic. Of 
course, he has also recorded Messiaen, Vierne and Langlais. 
Few people can play the repertoire as well as he does and also 
improvise to such a high level. Colin is the main teacher for 
the organ scholars at Trinity and the students love him and 
enjoy working with him. He has a very quirky and delightful 
sense of humour.”

In Colin’s view, the cathedral music world has changed in 
recent years, principally because of the way that the choristers 
are educated now – there has been a huge revolution in this, 

and expectations have changed. But choirs throughout the 
country are still pursuing excellence and giving choristers a 
superb musical training. He feels that the model of drawing 
choristers from several local schools, rather than one choir 
school, means that there is a better social mix and a less 
pressurised environment – which was the case in St Albans. 
Although the new arrangement can be more difficult to 
manage, in terms of rehearsals and logistics, the musical 
results can still be just as excellent. 

Colin considers himself a ‘liturgical’ rather than a ‘concert’ 
organist. As he explains, playing in a great medieval cathedral 
can be very complicated in terms of timing, as the organ 
always needs to be in front of the choir. In his view, the role 
of a liturgical organist is to make the services flow seamlessly, 
with no gaps. Being able to play the great organ repertoire 
is one thing but being a liturgical organist is, he feels, a 
much more challenging and ultimately satisfying role. 
(Colin’s views on psalm-playing were eloquently described 
in CM 1/21.)

And the week following his ‘retirement’ from Lincoln? 
Colin was to be found at the organ of Ely Cathedral, giving 
the opening recital in the summer series, with an eclectic 
programme of music featuring the cornerstones of Bach’s 
Toccata and Fugue in F with dazzling pedal work and brilliant 
keyboard dexterity, and Jean Langlais’s Evocation from his 
Hommage à Rameau which shook Ely’s lantern and gave us a 
glimpse of the technicolour musical heaven beyond. Retired? 
Not a bit of it! Colin will continue to thrill, move and inspire 
us with his recitals for years to come. 

The High Altar, Lincoln Cathedral 
Photo: Allan Albery
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Simon Crookall was a 
chorister in his father’s 
choir in Cheshire and 
was then a choral 
scholar at King’s College 
Cambridge. His career 
in arts administration 
included leadership 
of the Royal Scottish 
National Orchestra, the 
Indianapolis Symphony 
Orchestra and Hawaii 
Opera Theatre.

James Vivian, Director of Music at St George’s Chapel, Windsor Castle, writes:

I first met Colin in 1992 when I auditioned for the position 
of organ scholar at Lincoln Cathedral. I remember being 
nervous: I already owned – or had access to – a few brilliant 
CDs of Colin’s, and his reputation as an improviser and 
interpreter of French Romantic music had not passed me 
by. Not only did he put me at ease but he also worked 
with me on a few sections of Dieu parmi nous, the piece I 
had presented. I was offered the scholarship and it was 
obvious that being under his wing for a year would be 
exciting, demanding and extremely rewarding. Little 
did I know that his influence on me would be so great, 
and that over the following years I would be fortunate 
enough to call him a friend. His wit and turn of phrase is 
legendary and has engendered many a chuckle.

My arrival in Lincoln in September 1992 coincided with 
the departure of the assistant organist, and it was several 
months before his successor took up the post. Looking 
back, this was a crazy but hugely formative time: thrown 
in at the deep end, I had to learn the choral repertoire, 
including psalms for the day, as well as try to build up 
my solo repertoire (there was a choral CD recorded 
during that time too). Colin was incredibly supportive 
and devoted much time to helping me. But the weekly 
highlights were his Sunday evensong postlude (never 
anything easy, it seemed) and the improvisations, which 
always adorned the liturgy so beautifully and thoughtfully. 
I continued to take repertoire to him during my time 

at King’s and I am glad that Colin, with his teaching of 
Cambridge organ scholars over the last ten years, has 
continued to pass on his exceptional knowledge and 
experience to younger generations. 

Colin enjoys an enviable reputation as an organist, but 
we are also fortunate that his work as a choir trainer has 
been documented in recordings. His ability to imbue in 
his choristers a subtlety of phrasing and beauty of line 
is remarkable, and reminds me of his organ playing. 
I very much felt that his relationship with the choir 
was an extension of his symbiotic relationship with the 
cathedral’s Father Willis organ.

I am very grateful to Colin for his tutelage and friendship. 
For me, this is summed up by an event during my 
Cambridge days. I was surprised and taken back when a 
letter arrived from Marie-Louise Langlais inviting me to 
study with her in Paris. In a characteristically generous 
gesture Colin had written to her to suggest that I might 
be a suitable pupil. An unbelievably thoughtful act.
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Every couple of months in recent years the phone would 
ring: “John Morehen here; fancy a coffee, croissant and 
a chat?” and I’d know I’d be in for another fascinating 

and wide-ranging morning at John and Marie’s elegant home 
in Systerton Hall Park, near Newark, just two miles from our 
Bingham home – a treat offered to many of his musical friends. 
If my luck were really in, it would be: “John Morehen here; 
would you like to come to lunch next Monday?”, which meant 
one of John’s delicious home-cooked meals, with a glass or 
two of excellent wine – sufficient, I think he always hoped, to 
loosen my tongue into revealing some choice morsel of gossip 
which he’d squirrel away for use at a later date.

Those memorable days – alas, no more – encapsulated 
several of John’s many-layered interests. The conversation 
would range widely and – typical of John – would start with 
him saying “Now, I have a little list…”. Several hours (and 
croissants) later, I would have to leave and his last words were 
invariably, “but we’re only halfway down my list...”.

An insatiable and penetratingly analytical interest in the widest 
possible range of matters musical, coupled with a disciplined 
mind, a remarkable interest in and care for colleagues and 
friends, Morehen was an academic musician of the highest 
distinction, a much published editor, Emeritus Professor of 
Music at the University of Nottingham, a highly skilled and 
regularly broadcast organist, an experienced conductor, a 
Masonic Grand Organist, a former Master of the Worshipful 
Company of Musicians, past President of the Incorporated 
Society of Musicians, a long-serving Justice of the Peace and a 
former Conductor of Nottingham Bach Choir.

These were not all sequential activities: John’s life was crammed 
with parallel interests and activities, few of which diminished 
when he took retirement in 2002 from Nottingham University 
after lecturing there since 1973, becoming Professor of 
Music in 1989 and Head of the School of Humanities from  
1998-2001.

Where and how did all this start? Morehen was a Gloucester 
boy from a family with no musical pretentions, but his early 
talent had earned him organ lessons at Gloucester Cathedral 
with Dr Herbert Sumsion. He became captivated by the 
Gloucester organ, and in 2015 edited a second edition of 
Memories of Choirs and Cloisters, the reminiscences of Sumsion’s 
predecessor, Elgar’s good friend Sir Herbert Brewer (1865-
1928). Study with Sumsion and a year at the local grammar 
school led to a music scholarship at Clifton College near 
Bristol – quite an achievement for a small boy from the Tuffley 
estate, with the strong Gloucestershire accent which never 
quite deserted him.

A rather more substantial influence was that enjoyed by several 
of his generation of young organists at Clifton, under the 
legendary Douglas Fox (1893-1978). Fox’s time as Director of 
Music coincided (many would say ‘created’) an extraordinary 
period during which a whole series of pupils who became 
some of the UK’s leading musicians were taught and inspired 
by Fox. Fox’s remarkable life story (he lost his right arm in the 
Great War, a disadvantage which he triumphantly overcame, 
having been encouraged by Sir Hugh Allen to continue 
playing) is told by his sister, in Douglas Fox, A Chronicle (1976). 
In it we learn that during Fox’s 27 years at Clifton, 41 boys 
won music scholarships to Oxford (where Fox had been 

organ scholar at Keble), 11 to Cambridge (including David 
Willcocks), eight to the Royal College or Royal Academy, with 
a clutch of choral scholarships as well. Fox’s own teaching was 
enriched by performances given at the college by some of the 
country’s leading musicians and chamber orchestras.

John thrived at Clifton, doubtless because his diligence grew 
him a formidable piano technique, which he put to worthy 
use in college performances of piano concertos by Beethoven 
and Rachmaninoff, as well as the piano part in the Variations 
Symphoniques of César Franck. In 1960, his final year at Clifton, 
he won a year’s scholarship to study church music at the Royal 
School of Church Music, then at Addington Palace, Croydon. 
He always felt that in addition to learning a great deal there 
he also made useful contacts in the musical world, one of 
whom in particular (Martindale Sidwell) would figure large 
over the next few years. In fact, John became a particularly 
adept networker, keeping in touch and nourishing myriad 
friendships.

Whilst at Addington Palace he won an organ scholarship 
to New College Oxford, where Dr David Lumsden had 
taken over as Organist in 1958. It was a pivotal time at New 
College, for Lumsden, frustrated by having only part-time 
assistant organists (albeit talented – Richard Greening,  
H Diack Johnstone, David Pettit and Christopher Robinson 
among them), established an organ scholarship, funded 
by the Margaret Bridges Foundation. Margaret Bridges was 
the daughter of Poet Laureate Robert Bridges (1844-1930). 
Bridges had loved unaccompanied Friday evensongs at New 
College and with Sir Hugh Allen (college organist 1901-
1919) had devised the first ‘speech rhythm’ psalter for use 
there. Margaret’s husband, the philosopher H W B Joseph, 
established the foundation at New College following her 1926 
death. The Margaret Bridges Foundation supports organ and 
music scholars there to this day – something of which John 
Morehen warmly approved and remembered with gratitude.

At a time when Saga Records was establishing itself as one 
of the leading recording companies for choirs and organs (a 
role assumed by Abbey Records shortly after), David Lumsden 
used them to make two LPs which came to define the New 
College sound and repertoire; both were released in 1966. 
First was a superb performance of the music of Britten and 
Purcell, on which John excelled as the rhythmic and articulate 
accompanist in some challenging repertoire, even managing 
to make the old New College organ sound crisp and alive – no 
mean feat. This was followed by a further Britten LP featuring 
A Ceremony of Carols and the Missa Brevis, for which John was 
again the perfect accompanist.

Clifton connections did not diminish during John’s three years 
(1961-4) at New College – where, incidentally, he achieved 
the highest First of his year. They were to prove a route to 
his growing passion for high-quality contemporary organ and 
choral music. In the summer of 1963, John set off for France 
in the company of fellow Old Cliftonians John Pryer (the 
extemporiser who famously inspired David Briggs to emulate 
the great French exponents of that art) and R M A Allen, who 
had a car. During August they visited and experienced music 
at the great cathedrals at Beauvais, Rouen, Evreux, Chartres, 
Angers and Tours, taking in Compline at Solesmes en route. 
Then on to Auxerre, Sens and finally Paris. On 15 August – 
the Feast of the Assumption of Our Lady – the three young 
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men wangled their way into the organ loft at Notre-Dame, 
where titulaire Pierre Cochereau reigned supreme. They were 
completely bowled over by what they were witnessing and 
hearing, remaining in the cathedral (as John Pryer recalls 
to this day) for Prime, Tierce, Grand’Messe, Messe lue avec 
audition d’Orgue, (lunch!), Sexte, None, Vêpres, Complies, 
Salut du Très Saint Sacrement, and Cérémonie Mariale. That 
day was a Damascene moment for John Pryer and the trip 
a similar turning point for John Morehen, who came home 
enthused, educated and inspired by what he had heard and 
witnessed. 

This enthusiasm led John to give the first performance in the 
USA of Duruflé’s Missa Cum Jubilo, at Washington National 
Episcopal Cathedral in 1968. He had moved to Washington 
DC for that academic year, as the Ralph H Lane Memorial 
Scholar at The College of Church Musicians, also lecturing at 
the American University. This followed a period of doctoral 
research at King’s College Cambridge (1964-7), a time during 
which he made a distinct name for himself in London as a 
continuo player whilst acting as assistant to another musical 
‘character’ – Martindale Sidwell – at St Clement Danes and at 
Hampstead Parish Church. He had been spotted as a notable 
talent even while still at the RSCM, for he was one of four 
organists (the others being Roy Massey [then Warden of the 
RSCM], Peter White and Gillian Weir [who had won the St 
Albans International Organ Festival only months before]) 
to play the Royal Albert Hall organ for the RSCM’s Choral 
Festival Service on 7 July 1965. John’s task was to play a new 
work, Introduction & Allegro by Bryan Kelly, before the service; 
when OUP published this piece, two years later, Kelly had 
dedicated it to him. John’s interest in new organ music led 
to him giving many first performances and first broadcasts, 
including works by Christopher Brown, Adrian Cruft, Martin 
Dalby, Paul Patterson, Ned Rorem, Leo Sowerby, Bohuslav 
Martinů, Egon Wellesz and Peter Wishart.

John adored Washington and came to consider it his second 
home. This was not solely for musical reasons, for whilst 

there he met Marie, an organ student at the New England 
Conservatory in Boston, but in 1968 he was offered, out of 
the blue, an appointment to St George’s Chapel Windsor, 
as Sub-Organist to another great musical character – Sidney 
Campbell (1909-1974). A year later, in July 1969, John and 
Marie were married in Washington DC and returned together 
to Windsor. Whilst working in Windsor John founded the 
Windsor Festival Chorus, to perform with Yehudi Menuhin, 
and began to establish himself as a notable choral conductor. 
At the same time, he resumed his regular playing in London 
and made many solo organ broadcasts for the BBC from St 
George’s Chapel, St Clement Danes and Hampstead. In 
later years he would broadcast recitals from King’s College 
Cambridge, Southwell Minster, Lincoln Minster and 
elsewhere. His penchant for contemporary music was often 
evident in the earlier programmes.

John’s life was crammed with 
parallel interests and activities, 
few of which diminished when 
he took retirement in 2002 
from Nottingham University 
after lecturing there since 
1973, becoming Professor of 
Music in 1989 and Head of the 
School of Humanities from  
1998-2001.

At Windsor, state occasions came his way, as one might expect, 
and John played for the Order of the Garter as well as for 
funerals of the Earl Alexander of Tunis and of Field Marshall 

Washington National Episcopal Cathedral 
Photo: Ann Dixon
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the Viscount Slim. He kept his academic credentials polished 
by lecturing at Royal Holloway College in nearby Egham, but 
soon John had a decision to make – whether to follow the 
cathedral organist path or whether to seek an academic post. 
In the event he chose the latter, moving to a lectureship at 
Nottingham University in 1973. Once established and settled 
at Nottingham, he began to enhance the reputation of a 
department already famed for its superb professors of the 
1960s and early 1970s – Ivor Keys and Denis Arnold.

Musically, John’s main interests came to lie in the 16th and 
17th centuries, and there was still a rich harvest of unedited 
manuscripts awaiting attention. He thrived on the research, 
and even learnt to play the viol so that he could take the 
fullest part in performances. For half a century he edited and 
oversaw scholarly editions including Early English Church Music 
(General Editor, 1980-95) and Musica Britannica, of which he 
was a trustee. His works include the complete English church 
music of Christopher Tye, the complete Latin and English 
church music of Thomas Morley, the collected madrigals of 
Amner, Nicolson, John Hilton (‘the Younger’) and Croce, 
Byrd’s Psalmes, Songs and Sonnets (1611), and numerous 
others. He was the editor of the pioneering book English 
Choral Practice, 1400-1650 (CUP, 1995) and he contributed 
to the 2001 edition of The New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians. His editing work continued into his retirement.

John’s musical activities in Nottingham (in addition to his 25 
years as a JP) were prodigious, and he gave generously of his 
time to them all. He took his Masonic duties equally seriously, 
both in Nottinghamshire and at the United Grand Lodge of 
England in London, of which he was a Past Grand Organist. 
On one occasion he was asked to play for a special ceremony 
on an elderly Hammond electronic organ in West Bridgford 
Masonic Hall, Nottingham. This did not fill him with joyful 

anticipation, and he commented, “I have played the organs at 
Washington Cathedral, St Paul’s Cathedral, The Royal Albert 
Hall – no problem. I’m asked to play for a Masonic meeting at 
West Bridgford and I have to get there half an hour early just 
to work out how to turn the wretched thing on!”.

A long-time member of the Council of the Guild of Church 
Musicians, who awarded him an honorary Fellowship in 
2004, John had time to serve as Director of their Fellowship 
programme and sit on the Academic Board, becoming centrally 
involved in the development of the Guild’s examination 
requirements. His involvement with The Musicians’ Company 
increased and he became Master in 2013. He was introduced 
to Her Majesty the Queen and to the Princess Royal at Prince 
Philip’s 90th Birthday Dinner at Fishmongers’ Hall, in 
June 2011. When his successor as Master of The Musicians’ 
Company, Sir Roger Gifford, became Lord Mayor, John had 
the great pleasure of accompanying Sir Roger performing 
on the recorder at the Midsummer Banquet at The Mansion 
House, playing The Queen’s Organ, an instrument by Mander 
Organs gifted in 2013 to Her Majesty by the Lord Mayor 
and Corporation of London, now residing in the Henry VII 
Chapel at Westminster Abbey. 

John Morehen died suddenly of heart failure on 25 March. 
It is hard to imagine Nottinghamshire and its music without 
him. He was a central figure, demanding in his pursuit of 
high standards, generous in his appreciation of others, and an 
inspiration to generations of students. We are the richer for 
having known him, and very much the poorer for his untimely 
passing.

The original version of this obituary was commissioned by the Guild 
of Church Musicians.

Southwell Minster 
Photo: Mr Joel’s Photography
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St Edmundsbury Cathedral has changed dramatically 
since I arrived there as an alto in 1981. Most noticeable 
is the lantern tower, Prince Charles’s ‘spiritual beacon’ 

built with millennium lottery funding, but there is also a 
much extended building, including a new song school, and 
the Harrison & Harrison organ, refurbished in 2010. Other 
changes are not structural, though: for me the biggest surprise 
came when I moved from John Jordan’s traditional all-male 
choir at Chelmsford Cathedral to Harrison Oxley’s choir with 
its mixed top line of boys and girls. 

Harrison Oxley, known as Fred, was in 1958 appointed as 
the youngest cathedral organist in the country, aged 24, 
having until then been Assistant and then Acting Organist 
at Christ Church Cathedral in Oxford. On his arrival at St 
Edmundsbury he found a traditional all-male choir which 
had been expertly trained by Percy Hallam and Hallam’s 
predecessor, Harold Shann.

Less than a year later came the appointment of Provost John 
Waddington, who had the vision and energy to make the 
building, which still had the feel of a parish church, fit for 
purpose as a cathedral. The exciting plans of Stephen Dykes 
Bower for a completely new chancel and crossing had been 
commissioned by his predecessor John White, but it fell to 
Waddington to implement these – and raise the funds. It was 
to take 12 years before the first phase was completed with ‘the 
Hallowing of the Crossing and Choir’ in 1970.  

John Waddington soon introduced a new family service at 
9.45am to complement the existing Sunday diet of Mattins 
and Evensong sung by the cathedral choir. Fred Oxley 
recruited a new choir, mainly girls, to sing at this. Given all 
the calls on the cathedral’s resources, money was short and, 
initially, the girls made their own blue robes, although they 
were provided with surplices. The fundraising for new robes 
helped to create a sense of purpose, and Fred prepared them 
to sing at their first service on 8 October 1961.

Oxley enlisted the support of local musicians to assist with 
training of the girls’ choir, but much more was made possible 
in 1965 when Mary Slatter, a teacher at the East Anglian School 
for Girls who was also an FRCO, agreed to take them for an 
hour’s practice on Wednesday evenings. Shirley Chapman 
(née Scott), Penny David (née Stonehouse) and Jennifer 
Hurrell (née Smith), all pupils of the West Suffolk Grammar 
School for Girls, remember being recruited at that time. They 
found it ‘a wonderful opportunity’, and recall their rigorous 
training as they progressed through the RSCM St Cecilia 
scheme and felt privileged to be able to sing a wide range 
of music including Michael Hurd’s Missa Brevis, Christopher 
Steele’s Mary Magdalene and Paul Beckhelm’s By the waters 
of Babylon. Shirley and Penny with Laura Dean attended 
the RSCM course for girls at St Elphin’s School, Matlock in 
August 1966. They were the only girls there from a cathedral. 

The girls’ choir also practised with the cathedral choir on 
Sunday mornings, and soon became the mainstay for the 
morning family service and for the 6.30pm People’s Service, 
after a cathedral-style 3.30pm choral evensong had been 

GIRLS AGAIN AT 
ST EDMUNDSBURY 
CATHEDRAL    Stephen Dart

A girls’ choir is now being re-established in Bury St Edmunds after a gap of some 35 years.
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established. There were visits to local churches as well as 
special services at the cathedral, when the girls’ choir sang 
independently. 

St Edmundsbury Cathedral seems to relish controversy. 
There had been considerable opposition to Dykes Bower’s 
new chancel, which he designed to complement the John 
Wastell nave. ‘Astragal’ in the Architects’ Journal wrote that it 
was ‘indefensible to work in the Gothic style in 1956’. Ten 
years later the choir could also have been in the spotlight 
as Provost Waddington was so impressed with their progress 
that he suggested that girls should sing at the enthronement 
of Bishop Leslie Brown. Fred Oxley wrote, ‘There was some 
strong opposition to introducing so novel a feature into a 
service so quintessentially traditional.’ Eventually ten girls 
were allowed to take part, providing that they were hidden 
from the television cameras(!). So it remained just a local 
drama.

The girls began to sing more with the boys and men of the 
cathedral choir, including at ‘the Hallowing of the Choir and 
Chancel’, and the many concerts in the St Edmund Festival 
Year (1970). It seemed appropriate, therefore, that the girls’ 

choir should participate in the first choir tour to the West 
Country in April 1970. They sang in Tewkesbury, Evesham, 
Bourneville, where Fred Oxley had been a choirboy (and they 
took the opportunity to visit the chocolate factory…) and 
three services in Worcester Cathedral. In all concerts they 
were billed as the ‘Cathedral Girls’ Choir’ and had separate 
items as well as joining in with the cathedral choir.

The choir celebrated its tenth anniversary in 1971 with a 
reunion and special service. Fred Oxley wrote of the choir as 
being ‘unique’, as no other cathedral in England had a choir 
of girls in addition to the usual boys and men, and concluded, 
‘These “daughters of music” as the Vicar of Boxford poetically 
called them, have, during these ten years, greatly enriched 
our cathedral’s life. We salute them and thank them for it.’

Mary Slatter was appointed Assistant Organist in 1971 
and Fred Oxley took the logical step in his quest for equal 
opportunities by combining 18 senior girls with the 18 boys 
as the top line of the cathedral choir. Both groups had the 
same training and responsibilities, and each had its own head 
chorister. This was the choir I joined ten years later. There 
was the usual round of services, special events, recordings, 
broadcasts, and choir tours to the continent.

Former chorister Sarah Doig (née Booker), who joined 
the choir in 1977, sums up the experience gained by both 
girls and boys: “My time in the cathedral choir undoubtedly 
shaped what I have achieved in life thus far. I had already 
started instrumental lessons by the time I joined, but the 
musical and singing training added a great deal to my overall 
musical abilities. The repertoire we sang was very wide and 
certainly opened my eyes to different composers and styles. 
The experience of singing in larger-scale events, such as the 
annual St Matthew Passion performance, was as educative as 
it was enjoyable. Fred was a firm but fair choirmaster. He 
managed a tight ship, and it is testament to his resilient 
character that he tamed so many temperamental teenage 
singers! And last but not least, the discipline of operating in 

The current St Edmundsbury girls’ choir 
Photo: Tom Soper
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a professional environment at an early age, where the highest 
standards were expected of everyone no matter how young, 
provided an invaluable lesson which has stood me in good 
stead in my career.”

In 1984 St Edmundsbury hit the national press: ‘Sour note at 
ban on cathedral choirgirls’ ran the headline in the Guardian. 
The Daily Mail quoted Provost Ray Furnell as saying, “We feel 
it is time to fall in line with other cathedrals in the country. 
There is a basic difference between the voices of boys and girls, 
and the male voice is more appropriate for cathedral music.” 
Fred Oxley resigned soon after, stating, “It is my belief that 
the achievements of our girl choristers have proved that girls 
should be given equal opportunities with boys to be choristers 
in English cathedral choirs.” Some girls left that summer, but 
others were able to stay on until 1987.

There have since been opportunities for girls to sing in the 
cathedral, but not as members of the cathedral choir – until 
2020. The following remarks by Timothy Parsons, Director 
of Music, follow on from the decision taken by him in 
conjunction with the Dean, Joe Hawes, and Philip Banks, the 
precentor, to reintroduce a girls’ cathedral choir. 

“What is the vision for the St Edmundsbury cathedral choir? 
The answer is simple: we want to offer girls and boys exactly 
the same opportunity to become choristers. This new chapter 
in our history began merely weeks before the pandemic 
put a stop to in-person singing: the girl choristers were re-
established under the guidance of Richard Cook, then 
Acting Director of Music, in March 2020. Many of these girls 
transferred directly from the St Cecilia Junior Choir, a girls’ 
choir which sang Evensong twice a term. 

“I arrived as Director of Music at St Edmundsbury in April 
2021 at what felt like an exciting moment: in-person 
rehearsals had just resumed, and the choristers were able to 
sing in services once more. For my first few weeks in post, the 
boys and girls (around 25 children in total) sang together for 
services. We were soon ready to introduce services at which 
the two sets sang independently: the boys sang Evensong with 
the lay clerks for the first time in well over a year on 18 June, 
and on 1 July it was a joy to direct the girl choristers at their 
very first Evensong on their own. By the end of the academic 
year, there was a sense that we had settled into a new rhythm.

“The model of sharing the duties evenly between boys and 
girls is still relatively rare, but I was lucky enough to be part 
of a wonderful example of it as Assistant Director of Music 
at Exeter (2016-21). There, the Director of Music has 
responsibility for the training of both groups, dividing up 

the rehearsals with the assistant and conducting the majority 
of services. This approach means that the two sets receive 
identical musical and vocal tuition and, as a consequence, 
both groups are very clearly part of the same choir, with a 
common house style and musical personality. There was also 
a helpful hint of friendly rivalry between them! These are all 
traits which are built into the new pattern at St Edmundsbury. 

“Having also worked at Hereford and Winchester, the biggest 
change for me at St Edmundsbury is having no dedicated 
choir school. Our children are recruited from a great number 
of schools, both in the town and further afield. It is hugely 
liberating that we can go into any mixed school in the area 
and talk to the pupils about the chorister experience as an 
opportunity which any one of them could consider. Setting 
aside the undoubted advantages of having a choir school, 
it is also extremely helpful for recruitment that there is no 
obligation to move to a new (often fee-paying) school.

“It’s exciting to plan for the future. My goal for this academic 
year is primarily to consolidate and build: we are integrating 
a good number of new probationers, both boys and girls, and 
will soon (I hope) be at a stable quota of around 20 of each. 
The boys have a fairly large repertoire that the older ones 
remember from before Covid; with the girls, we’re almost 
starting from scratch, but that gives me the (probably once-in-
a-lifetime) opportunity to craft a repertoire that’s entirely of my 
own selection! I envisage there being some overlap, but also 
for the two sets to have their own identity and even to specialise 
in certain areas. Age range is an important consideration: we 
currently have girls and boys singing who are well into their 
teens, and their musical skills and repertoire knowledge are 
invaluable to us. But in providing an equal opportunity for 
both boys and girls, we will gradually phase in a standardised 
leaving age that will be the same for both sets. Once they 
leave, they will be encouraged to join the new cathedral Youth 
Choir, which will be for keen teenage choral singers from 
across the town and hopefully a training ground for choral 
scholars.”

So these are the exciting ways in which St Edmundsbury 
cathedral choir is evolving in readiness for its next century. 
The intention is to allow both boys and girls to thrive as 
choristers and into their teenage years, and to make this 
opportunity accessible to musical children of all backgrounds 
in Bury St Edmunds and beyond.

Stephen Dart is a retired 
headteacher. His interest in 
church music began when 
he was a choirboy at St 
Mary’s Church in Bridgwater, 
Somerset, and continued, as 
an undergraduate, when he 
sang in the chapel choir of 
Selwyn College Cambridge. He 
has sung in St Edmundsbury 
Cathedral Choir since 1981 
following six years as an 
alto lay clerk at Chelmsford 
Cathedral.
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Composing contemporary classical music in the 21st 
century is, for me, a balance between honouring and 
challenging tradition. As a composer, performer and 

academic, my artistic vision draws together my wealth of 
practical performance experience and my deep fascination 
with the theoretical side of music itself. It is my ambition that 
this holistic approach makes my music relevant, practical and 
impactful for a 21st-century audience.
 

I have been composing since I was eight, and by 12 I had told 
my parents with a firm assurance that a composer was what I 
intended to be. Fortunate to be encouraged by a composer 
mentor at school, my first carol was premiered at Guildford 
Cathedral by massed choruses and orchestra when I was 
just 13 years old. With great inspiration from my mentor 
at Junior Guildhall (where I now teach), my compositional 
voice blossomed further, and I went on to capitalise on the 
many composing and performing opportunities open to me 
during my four years at Cambridge University, where I was 
an instrumental award holder for violin, and also a choral 
scholar, singing with Trinity and Girton, performing in 
concerts and services almost every night of the week. While 
at Cambridge I composed and produced my first operas, two 
substantial 30-minute one-act chamber operas: Temptations 
(2014), after Malcolm Guite’s sonnets on the temptations 
of Christ, painting the Devil as a wheeling-dealing banker, 
and Dido is Dead (2015), reimagining the legacy of the 
Queen of Carthage through a strikingly contemporary and 
feminist lens. Both operas, in their own ways, are unique 
modernisations of well-known stories, kick-starting my 
interest in challenging tradition through a theatrical, modern 
lens. These self-directed projects were extremely formative, 
and saw me win a Leverhulme scholarship to the prestigious 
Opera Making and Writing MA at Guildhall, where I had the 
opportunity to develop a third chamber opera in association 
with the Royal Opera House. DOOR (2016), a cutting-edge 
and contemporary depiction of claustrophobia – one man’s 
physical and mental enclosure within a room from which he 
cannot escape – was described by Matthew Parris in The Times 
as turning ‘anguish into art’. The explosion of creativity that 
led me to compose three operas in as many years stimulated, 

HONOURING AND 
CHALLENGING A 
MUSICAL TRADITION
Rhiannon Randle

From Christina Rossetti to Palestrina; from Brahms to the Chinese erhu; award-winning 
young composer, soprano and violinist Rhiannon Randle (b.1993) speaks about her 
compositional journey to date, how her interest in writing choral music blossomed from 
operatic origins and how she thrives on creative challenges. ‘One of the UK’s bright, emerging 
choral composers’, her works are published by Boosey & Hawkes and Stainer & Bell.
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among other things, a growing interest in writing for voice 
more generally.

With my first major commission – BBC Radio 3 for 
International Women’s Day 2015 – I dived head first into 
writing choral music professionally. Like a singing bird is my 
setting of Christina Rossetti’s A Birthday, and the song is now 
published by Stainer & Bell. It was an honour to be selected 
for this opportunity to celebrate women in music: while 
being a woman has never discouraged me from composing, 
I have often felt in the minority, and the impact of unequal 
opportunities between male and female composers is still 
something that hits hard. I saw the International Women’s 
Day commission as an opportunity to challenge myself to 
write a succinct, memorable and singable anthem for live 
broadcast on The Choir, sung by Dame Sarah Connolly and 
the girls’ choir of St Catharine’s Cambridge. Like a singing bird 
embraced the diverse and beautiful vocal qualities of mezzo-
soprano and girl choristers, an experience which helped me 
to shape a ‘manifesto’ for my choral writing: to be inventive, 
rich and expressive, yet inherently singable. I recognise the 
temptation for composers to fall back upon tried and tested 
materials, rather than to use the voice’s practical limitations as 
a creative and expressive challenge, but the more I embrace 
these practical limitations, the more creative and expressive 
freedom I gain (to paraphrase Stravinsky!).

In my choral composing career so far I have been fortunate 
to work with many excellent choirs including the BBC 
Singers, who recorded my On Life’s Dividing Sea (Stainer & 
Bell) for BBC Radio 3 in 2020, Sansara Choir, who recorded 
my O Magnum Mysterium in 2019, Zurich Chamber Singers, 
who recorded my O Nata Lux (Boosey & Hawkes) in 2020, 
as well as writing for Cambridge and Oxford choirs, being 

featured in the final of the National Centre for Early Music 
Composers competition in 2017, and being commissioned 
by and featured in Choir & Organ magazine in 2016. These 
collaborations have continued to open my eyes to the 
possibilities of writing modern choral music, both secular 
and sacred. One of my most formative experiences has been 
my current residency at St Michael’s Cornhill, a beautiful 
Wren church in the City of London with an over-800-year 
musical tradition that has involved the likes of William 
Boyce, Ralph Vaughan Williams and Harold Darke. Over the 
course of four years of composing for Jonathan Rennert and 
the choir, I’ve had the privilege of writing a wealth of works, 
including canticles, motets such as Da pacem Domine (Boosey 
& Hawkes, 2020), and carols such as Rejoice!, which was the 
annual Musicians’ Company Carol Service commission 
(Boosey & Hawkes, 2021). A selection of these works feature 
on the choir’s 2020 album Cornhill Visions (see article on this 
CD in CM 1/21 – Ed.). The residency has also given me the 
opportunity to challenge my music to say something direct 
and impactful within the context of worship: Our Burning 
World for SATB and organ (Stainer & Bell, 2021), with text 
by renowned Christian poet the Revd Dr Malcolm Guite, is 
a harrowingly relevant and clamorous call to action on the 
impending climate crisis, an urgent wake-up call. Imagined 
as a created child of God, suffering with humankind and 
likewise defiled, the planet pleads for redemption and for 
the replanting of ‘the sacred wood’ through the miracle of 
the crucifixion. An advantage of being in residence with St 
Michael’s Cornhill is that I know the choir from the inside, 
as I am also a soprano there. Writing for my colleagues (and 
often myself!) to sing has enabled me to write for the specific 
strengths of the singers as individuals and as the choir as a 
unit, something which I hope has transferred into the music 
I have written during my residency.  

Sansara Choir conducted by Tom Herring 
Photo: Kathleen Holman
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It’s not only as a singer that my performance experience has 
deeply informed my compositional process: instrumental 
music has been the backbone of my musical education for as 
long as I can remember. As a youngster, I primarily trained as a 
violinist, leading orchestras both at county and national level. 
I was able to draw on my orchestral performance experience 
for my most ambitious commission to date for the Easter St 
Endellion Festival, Thy Presence, my Light (2021): a fantasia for 
orchestral musicians to perform individually at home during 
lockdown, which was then spliced together and premiered on 
YouTube on Easter Sunday. I chose the tune from the well-
known hymn Be Thou my vision as a central thread for the 
piece, not least because of its themes of bringing everyone 
together in worship, harmony and joy after a long dark night 
of lockdown. Chamber music is another huge passion of 
mine, and something that I was able to draw upon particularly 
for my recent piano quartet Tetragrammaton (2021), written 
for the Jumis Ensemble with generous support from the RVW 
Trust. Two members of the group trained with me at Pro 
Corda, the national chamber music school, and I couldn’t 
help but pepper the work with hints of Brahms’s G Minor 
piano quartet and Bartok’s third string quartet, which I have 
fond memories of playing there.

My strong academic interest in the music I’ve played and sung 
draws me to call upon tradition to inform my compositional 
process. I always feel a hint of nostalgia when teaching 16th-
century counterpoint to my Cambridge undergraduate 
students: it is one of the papers that means the most to me 
personally, as the study of counterpoint flicked a switch in 
my head that ultimately led me down the path of composing 
choral music. And, in another breath, debating performance 
practice traditions with my undergraduate string player 
students at Guildhall brings a constant fresh interpretation 
of old favourites. Teaching is indeed an important branch of 
my career, alongside my performing and composing. As well 
as my undergraduates at Cambridge and Guildhall, I enjoy 
teaching keen young musicians aged 8-18 at Junior Guildhall 
and Guildhall Young Artists’ new flagship online Young 
Composers’ Course, which has received a warm reception 
since it was piloted last year. I strongly agree with the notion 
that through teaching others, you are continually learning 
yourself, and teaching can take a person down paths less 
trodden. It certainly leads me to think more actively about the 
position I place myself in as a composer when ‘honouring and 
challenging tradition’.

My enthusiasm for traditions outside the Western canon, 
as well as my enjoyment of turning practical challenges 

into new tools for my artistic expression, has encouraged 
me to explore writing for rare instrumental and vocal 
combinations. In Entombed (2021), I explored modernising 
the lute song – or rather, soprano and theorbo – as part of 
an Arts Council England-supported project, Theorbo Today. I 
have also developed an interest in writing both for western 
and non-western folk instruments, as seen in my Sepia for 
guzheng (Chinese zither) as part of Psappha’s Composing For 
scheme 2018 (Psappha is an ensemble of musicians based in 
Manchester which specialises in the performance of works by 
living composers), and also in two choral works: A Winter Rose 
– a carol for SATB and two alphorns – and memoria, for SATB 
choir, soloists and erhu (Chinese fiddle), both of which were 
commissioned during my St Michael’s Cornhill residency. 
memoria, a setting of the Holy Week text Ecce quomodo moritur 
iustus, embraces the vocal qualities of the erhu by weaving 
together lyrically contrapuntal phrases with solo soprano and 
countertenor, creating a majestically haunting timbre, the 
like of which has ‘never been heard before’ in the Church of 
England (Jonathan Rennert). What could be more impactful 
than bringing together a Latin text with an ancient Chinese 
folk instrument in a modern Anglican setting? My intention is 
to build upon such opportunities and continue shining new 
light on old traditions in my compositions for many years  
to come.

Rhiannon’s works can be found in Boosey & Hawkes’ 
Contemporary Choral Series and Stainer & Bell’s Choral Now. 
Recordings of memoria and Da pacem Domine are available 
commercially on Cornhill Visions (Regent Records, 2020), O 
Nata Lux as the title track on O Nata Lux by the Zurich Chamber 
Singers (Berlin Classics, 2021) and O Magnum Mysterium by 
Sansara Choir (Resonus Classics, 2019). Check out more of 
Rhiannon’s music and latest updates at rhiannonrandle.com, 
or on Twitter at @rhiannon_randle.

Concert at St Michael’s Cornhill  
for vocal soloists and erhu
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In early January of 2020, our team of 11 singers and eight 
instrumentalists assembled at All Hallows, Gospel Oak 
in north London. We were there to make a disc of 17th-

century Mexican music for Delphian Records in the church’s 
cathedral-like acoustic. For three days, among the glow from 
the lights on the late-season Christmas trees, we worked hard 
to do this wonderful, lively repertoire justice. Little did we 
know at the time that this would be our last in-person project 
for nine months.

The recording itself was the culmination of a year’s worth 
of research, planning and fundraising. The impetus for the 
recording came from the realisation that although there were 
already a number of excellent recordings dedicated to the 
music of Mexican composer Juan Gutiérrez de Padilla, no one 
had yet recorded his Missa Joseph fili David, based on Padilla’s 
own Christmas Eve motet. I decided that we should take on 
that challenge, and combine the Mass and motet with other 
music likely to have been performed in Puebla Cathedral in 
the mid-17th century. 

In programming our CD, I aimed to place the Latin-texted 
music of the Mass and motet alongside the vernacular 

villancicos, the secular popular songs that had an increasing 
role in 17th-century Catholic church services. I thought it 
would be rewarding to present these two genres alongside each 
other, and I suspected that the villancicos would prove to be as 
popular with contemporary audiences as they were 400 years 
ago. The theorist Pietro Cerone wrote, at the beginning of the 
17th century, that these pieces persuaded people to attend a 
service: ‘Some people are so undevoted that, in a manner of 
speaking, they don’t even go to church once a year… And yet 
if they know that there will be villancicos, there are none more 
devoted in the whole place... nor do they mind getting up at 
midnight, no matter how cold it is, just to hear them.’

We know that villancicos played an important role in the liturgy 
in 17th-century Mexico, where they could be interpolated into 
the Office or Mass on feast days. In Puebla, chapter records 
detail Padilla’s requests for funds for commissioning verses 
of villancico text from skilled writers; one of these archival 
entries refers to the ‘villancicos which [Padilla] composes 
... and which are sung in this Holy Church’. At Christmas, 
the tradition was to present villancicos as part of the Matins 
service, but our recording offers a suggestion as to how they 
might have sounded alongside a setting of the Mass.

CHRISTMAS IN  
PUEBLA Patrick Allies
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Padilla himself produced nine cycles of Christmas villancicos. 
These incorporate a vast array of Mexican, Afro-Hispanic 
and Portuguese musical influences, surely designed to attract 
and entertain the cathedral’s congregation. For example, A 
la xácara xacarilla, which is taken from his 1653 collection, 
draws on the xácara, an energetic Spanish dance. It has an 
energetic four-part chorus, sung at the beginning and the end, 
interspersed with coplas (strophes) sung by soloists. The text is 
an example of a recurring theme in the Christmas villancicos: 
a blend of earthy commentary on ordinary ‘peasant’ life with 
a poetic account of the nativity. Between each solo section the 
full ensemble urges the music on with cries of, ‘Vaya, vaya!’

For three days, among the 
glow from the lights on the 
late-season Christmas trees, 
we worked hard to do this 
wonderful, lively repertoire 
justice. Little did we know at 
the time that this would be 
our last in-person project for 
nine months.

The story of Padilla’s life is unusual, as he spent most of it 
working thousands of miles away from his place of birth. We 
know that in around 1620 he left his position as maestro de 
capilla at Cádiz Cathedral and sailed across the Atlantic to 
seek a career in the Americas. He found work at the cathedral 
in Puebla, a young but thriving city in colonial New Spain 

(modern-day Mexico). By the time of Padilla’s arrival, New 
Spain was a century old and had become an important and 
wealthy outpost of the Habsburg Empire. Padilla’s skills as 
a music director and composer, combined with his abilities 
as an instrument-maker, would have set him in demand in a 
territory that placed a high price on maintaining the religious 
and musical customs of its mother country. In 1622, Padilla 
was appointed assistant maestro at Puebla Cathedral, where he 
remained for the rest of his career, becoming maestro in 1629, 
and composing prolifically almost up until his death in 1664.

The city of Puebla de los Ángeles had been founded in the 
1530s in order to meet the colonists’ need for a settlement 
on the important route between their capital, Mexico City, to 
the north-west, and the port of Veracruz to the east, where 
the arrivals included settlers from Spain, goods from the 
Caribbean, and enslaved people transported from Africa. 
Puebla soon became a substantial metropolis: one 17th-
century chronicle describes the city’s grid plan as consisting 
of 28 east–west streets and around 15 running north–
south. Situated in a grand plaza, at the heart of the city, 
was its cathedral. Writing in the 1620s, Vasquez de Espinosa 
commented that the edifice ‘can compete with the largest and 
best of Spain, although it is not finished’. Thus on Padilla’s 
arrival in Puebla the building would still have been a work in 
progress: it was eventually completed and dedicated in 1649.

The fulcrum of our recording is Padilla’s motet Joseph fili 
David, which forms the musical model for his Missa Joseph fili 
David. This is one of a number of works from 17th-century 
Mexico that venerate St Joseph, who held particular honour 
in Puebla as one of the city’s patron saints. This specific text is 
for the Vigil of the Nativity, that is to say, Christmas Eve. The 
words, taken from St Matthew, tell of an angel visiting Joseph 
and persuading him to marry the pregnant Mary, while urging 
him to remain calm. Padilla’s setting is written for two choirs 
in the elegant stile antico idiom that epitomises much of his 

CHRISTMAS IN  
PUEBLA Patrick Allies

Siglo de Oro 
Photo: Chris Christodolou
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sacred music. The two groups of singers take turns to sing 
reassuring phrases, with the words ‘noli timere’ fashioned into 
a soothing refrain.

Padilla’s Mass, like his motet, is scored for eight voices in two 
separate choirs. The musical highlight is probably the Credo, 
which is full of sparkling polychoral interplay. Particularly 
thrilling is the depiction of the text at ‘descendit de caelis’, and 
the rising quadruple canons at ‘ resurrectionem mortuorum’. At 
the heart of the movement lies the description of Christ’s 
birth, ‘et homo factus est’, which is presented as a finely crafted 
polyphonic passage derived from the opening motif of the 
motet.

The only shortcoming of the Missa Joseph fili David is its lack of 
a Benedictus and Agnus Dei. This seems to be a local tradition; 
of Padilla’s four double-choir Mass settings, only one includes 
these movements. For our recording a plainsong Benedictus 
has been included and an Agnus Dei borrowed from a Mass 
by Giovanni Pierluigi de Palestrina. While Palestrina might 
seem a little remote from 17th-century Mexico, his work 
features extensively among the contemporary manuscripts 
in the cathedral’s archive. One such choirbook, a collection 
of six of Palestrina’s Masses, includes the Missa O admirabile 
commercium. Like the Missa Joseph fili David, this is an imitation 
Mass based on the composer’s own Christmas motet, and so it 
seems a worthy choice to be sung in conjunction with music 
by the ‘Palestrina of Puebla’. 

Alongside Padilla’s Mass and motet I tried to include music 
by a few other composers who had strong connections to him 
or to Puebla. One example is Gaspar Fernandes, who Padilla 
worked for when he arrived at the cathedral. Having begun his 
working life at Évora Cathedral in Portugal, Fernandes seems 
to have travelled to Central America in the 1590s. He found 
work initially in Guatemala, before being appointed maestro 
de capilla at Puebla Cathedral in 1606. Fernandes’ Tleycantimo 
choquiliya blends Spanish text with Nahuatl, an indigenous 
language spoken by the Aztecs. I also included a piece by the 
Mexican-born composer Francisco de Vidales, who became 
principal organist at Puebla in 1655. Vidales’ Los que fueren 
de buen gusto is for three upper voices and continuo. The 
text opens in a conversational style, grabbing the listener’s 
attention with agile rhythms and light-hearted repartee. Once 
the listener is hooked, Vidales smuggles in subtle theological 
references to the Trinity and to the concept of original sin. 
And the disc closes with Convidando está la noche by Juan García 
de Zéspedes, who spent his whole career at Puebla Cathedral, 
first as a singer under Padilla’s direction and later as a de 
facto deputy to the ageing maestro. His villancico opens with a 
thrilling homophonic juguete or prelude, which is followed by 
sprightly guaracha, an Afro-Cuban dance form. 

The line-up of musicians for our recording was informed by 
17th-century records from Puebla Cathedral. These provide 
helpful information as to who was on the payroll and what their 
responsibilities were. We know, for instance, that Padilla’s early 
duties at Puebla (while still assistant maestro) included both 
singing and teaching polyphony to the choirboys. After his 
appointment to the top job in 1629, details are given of other 
musicians who were added to the roster, including sackbut 
and dulcian players and Nicolás Grinón, a harp virtuoso. 
In addition, Padilla’s assistant Juan García de Zéspedes was 
employed to instruct all choir members in playing the bass 

viol (including the boys who showed sufficient potential). By 
1651, Padilla led an ensemble of 14 choirboys, and 12 adult 
staff (many of whom would either sing or play an instrument, 
depending on the circumstances). While their use is not 
documented at Puebla, for our recording we also included 
guitars, which were listed in the musical inventory at Mexico 
City Cathedral in 1614, and simple percussion instruments 
such as the cajon, a kind of box-shaped drum, known to have 
been common in Latin America by this time.

I need to acknowledge a couple of things about our work 
on this music. The first is that we are performing it out of 
deep appreciation, and as guests rather than owners – in any 
sense. Any positive reception this repertoire receives does 
not belong to us, but to the people of Mexico and the city 
of Puebla in particular. Second, it is important to note that 
this music has a troubling colonial context. It was mostly 
composed in New Spain in the 17th century during a period 
in which indigenous people continued to be oppressed, and 
when the status quo was propped up by slavery. I do not think 
these things mean that this music should not be performed by 
European groups today, but I do think it is important that we 
contextualise our work in this repertoire. 

Our work in espousing this music continues, as we now seek 
to bring it to churches and concert halls across the UK. I 
am pleased to say that on 31 December 2021 we have been 
invited to perform this fantastic music at Wigmore Hall. We 
are all looking forward to bringing this repertoire to a wider 
audience in the years to come, and would be delighted to know 
of any concert series that would be interested in us presenting 
it to their audience. We are hoping that this and many of our 
postponed concerts from 2020 will also take place, including 
performances in Belgium, Germany and the USA.

I would like to acknowledge all those who made this project 
possible: our singers and instrumentalists, the expert team 
at Delphian Records, Peter McCarthy, who provided the 
continuo organ, editors Martyn Imrie and Lewis Jones, our 
financial supporters including the Gemma Classical Music 
Trust, and our Language and Performance Advisor, Juan 
Carlos Zamudio.
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In May this year a campaign was launched at St Paul’s in 
partnership with the Daily Mail to raise £2.3m to build a 
memorial for those who have died during the COVID-19 

pandemic. The first structure of its kind at St Paul’s for 
nearly 150 years, it is part of the Remember Me project, an 
online book of remembrance launched last year into which 
more than 7,300 names of those who have died as a result 
of the pandemic have been entered. Many bereaved families 
and friends of those who have died have not had a chance 
to attend funerals because of restrictions on gatherings and 
travel, and it is felt that the new memorial will offer people 
the chance to reflect on their losses and on the happenings of 
the past 18 months.
 
The online memorial book is to be installed in a new portico 
in the north transept at St Paul’s on the site of an earlier 
porch which was destroyed by a bomb in 1941. People 
entering the cathedral by the new equal access ramp will be 
able to go through the memorial, designed by Oliver Caroe, 
the cathedral’s Surveyor to the Fabric, and spend time in the 
tranquil space.

In addition to this still-to-be-built physical memorial, on 
23 October 2020 four musicians and a socially-distanced 
audience of 300 people gathered in St Paul’s to listen to a 
work unlike any other, and to reflect on how people’s lives – 
in particular, musicians’ lives – have altered so radically since 
last March. The four musicians, Emily Sun (violin), Ariana 
Kashefi (cello), Joseph Shiner (clarinet) and Alexander 
Soares (piano), were engaged to play Messiaen’s Quartet for 
the End of Time. All four players are members of City Music 
Foundation (CMF), a charity set up in 2012 with the mission 
to turn exceptional musical talent into professional success by 
offering career development, education and management to 
outstanding young professional musicians as they build their 
careers. Founded by the late Sir Roger Gifford (the former 

Chair of St Paul’s Cathedral Council) and Dr Clare Taylor, 
CMF has been particularly active during this difficult time, 
creating performance opportunities for the CMF’s roster of 
artists in St Pancras’ Clock Tower and St Bart’s Great Hall, 
commissioning lockdown-related music, increasing the 
number of workshops for CMF’s artists and preparing to 
welcome another cohort into the organisation for 2022.

Never have musicians had a more difficult time: silence has 
been roughly thrust upon them, and ambitions have been 
stalled by the pandemic. St Paul’s seemed the perfect place 
for a performance of this work – the piece invites the listener 
into a vision of eternity in keeping with the music, an acoustic 
in which sound lasts for ever, and an architectural perspective 
that leads the eye on and ever on. The Independent’s five-star 
review said on the day following the performance, ‘This work 
may be frequently played, but it can never have sounded as 
transcendental as this.’ 

Although for classical music lovers the Messiaen quartet needs 
little introduction, many others will be unfamiliar with it. First 

Musicians playing Messiaen’s ‘Quartet for the End of Time’ 
Photo: MusicArta
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performed in 1941 when the composer was a prisoner of war 
at Stalag VIII-A in Gorlitz, this beautiful piece must surely 
have had the least likely start to life. Held against his will with 
no end to incarceration in sight, Messiaen’s impulse to create 
music was still incredibly strong. The composer was allowed 
paper and pencil by a sympathetic guard but could use only 
the forces available to him: three fellow French professional 
musicians also imprisoned in Stalag VIII-A. The instruments 
were no gift either, with several notes of the piano being 
unplayable and a string from the cello missing. Although 
what musicians have endured over the last 18 months is not 
comparable, nevertheless this art of ‘getting by’ in spite of 
the circumstances is one everyone has grown accustomed to 
recently. Messiaen’s piece, like the past year, acts as a vivid 
reminder that when time is out of joint, music is a solace, but 
musicians must adapt. 

It is hard not to question Messiaen’s state of mind as he set 
about writing nearly an hour’s worth of music across eight 
movements. With such unusual origins, it’s tempting to 
superimpose our own assumptions – to suggest that the notes 
must be filled with the sorrow and despair of the Stalag, heard 
in the aching slow movement of the individual lines. Similarly, 
the piece could be seen as Messiaen’s great act of escapism, an 
inward retreat, allowing him space away from the bleak reality 
he faced every day. Critics and historians down the years have 
disagreed about its nature, but have they been so determined 
to search for biographical meaning that the music itself ends 
up sidelined?

As important as any clues to unlocking the music is its intensely 
religious nature. Messiaen adopted Roman Catholicism at a 
young age and was evidently well read in biblical verse. Most 
movements have titles that lead us towards his inspiration, the 
Book of Revelations: 

And I saw another mighty angel come down from heaven, clothed with 
a cloud: and a rainbow was upon his head, and his face was as it 
were the sun, and his feet as pillars of fire ... and he set his right foot 
upon the sea, and his left foot on the earth .... And the angel which 
I saw stand upon the sea and upon the earth lifted up his hand to 
heaven, and sware by him that liveth for ever and ever ... that there 
should be time no longer: But in the days of the voice of the seventh 
angel, when he shall begin to sound, the mystery of God should be 
finished ... 

This passage, full of cosmic imagery and prophetic language, 
has a great bearing on what Messiaen was trying to achieve. 
There are two separate movements which correspond directly 
to this text: the second movement, a ‘Vocalise’, and the 
seventh movement, a ‘Tangle of Rainbows’, both ‘for the 
Angel who announces the end of time’. The music may at 
times feel inaccessible because of its strange harmonies, but 
Messiaen saw the work in a programmatic way – the outer 
sections of the Vocalise, for example, depict the arrival of 
the angel, and in the central section he hoped to evoke the 
‘impalpable harmonies of heaven’ with ‘sweet cascades of 
blue–orange chords enclosing in their distant chimes the 
almost plainsong melodies of the violin and cello’. In the 
composer’s description we catch a glimpse of his famous 
synesthetic vision of harmony, but also it is clear that he 
saw the music pictorially, through colour. Knowing the 
religious narrative on which Messiaen based the piece helps 
us understand it, but the knowledge also gives insight into 
the composer’s monumental ambitions and floods the piece 
with a significance that lifts it above the earthly contexts of 
its origins. The music may not be so obviously devotional as 
choral church music, but it was evidently intended as a sincere 
statement of faith, within the framework of an artistic venture. 
It is an overpowering piece, but one which is derived from 
Messiaen’s Catholicism. 

Threaded through this passage and interlinked with the 
religious context is the theme of time. The score toys with the 
perception of time – it looks hectic, manic even, with thickly 
clustered piano chords and extremely embellished writing for 
the solo instruments. But the music has been marked down 
to a glacial tempo, such as in the fifth movement, where it is 
labelled infiniment lent. Perhaps the composer’s sense of time 
was warped – days passed with no defining characteristics – or 



Cathedral MusiC 57

Music in Portsmouth Cathedral 
Portsmouth Cathedral Choir and The Portsmouth Grammar School 
offer unique opportunities for altos, tenors, basses and an organ 
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perhaps he was consciously warping time himself. One of the 
thoughts then in Messiaen’s mind was the concept of eternity, 
an idea at odds with the name of the work that implies a finite 
nature of time. It’s a notion manifest in the fifth and eighth 
movements, hymns of praise first to the ‘eternity’ of Jesus and 
then to the ‘immortality’ of Jesus. The work makes good use of 
mirroring: the second and seventh movements are paired, as 
are the fifth and the eighth. Messiaen was also very interested 
in time on a philosophical level, having read the work of 
Henri Bergson, whose description of the objective passing 
of time in contrast with its subjective experience had made a 
deep and lasting impression. It is this sense of different stratas 
of time that the composer is experimenting with in the Quartet 
for the End of Time, with instruments moving independently of 
each other in different layers of time, representing the earthly 
and the divine. 

Alongside the lynchpin themes of religion and time, if people 
know just one more thing about Messiaen it’s his fascination 
with birds and the rich variety of their songs. The Quartet for 
the End of Time is an early work, written before much of his 
more famous bird-inspired music, but already the beginnings 
of his lifelong obsession appear in the opening movement, 
with imitations of a blackbird and a nightingale. There’s 
at once a familiar and an organic feeling on hearing these 
sounds, but at the same time they are notably stylised. It is in 
the third movement, Abîme des Oiseaux, that time and birds 
collide in Messiaen’s philosophical thinking: 

The abyss is Time with its sadness, its weariness. The birds are the 
opposite to Time; they are our desire for light, for stars, for rainbows, 
and for jubilant songs. 

Messiaen, in his reading of the texts of St Augustine, came to 
believe that birds had a deep spiritual connection with angels, 
and felt that birds experienced time in a different way to the 
way humans do. Was Messiaen perhaps – held as a prisoner 
of war, deprived of his freedom and burdened by the weight 
of time – yet granted hope by the sounds of birdsong caught 
on the wind, representing to him the promise of liberation 
and a divine existence? We, through the Quartet for the End of 
Time, become birds, living time in a different way – less linear, 
more static, more in the moment. Are the birds a bridge to 
the numinous, the other-worldly and the eternal?

Looking at two types of healing: medicine for the body, and 
culture for the mind and soul, let us remember that music has 
long been known to have therapeutic qualities. Music is often 
used to dissipate the stress, the anxiety and the tension of the 
day. For Messiaen in his prison camp there must have been 
some comfort, or at least some normality, in the physical act of 
making music, composing it, playing it, hearing it. Now, some 
80 years after his piece was composed, are we not the same? 
There has been some initial wariness about returning to 
concert halls, cathedrals and theatres, but the appetite for art 
and the comfort we take from it remains as strong as ever. Our 
national lockdowns pale in comparison with the experiences 
faced by Messiaen and thousands of other prisoners of war, 
but music can still offer healing, and aid remembrance. 

About the Remember Me project, the Very Revd David Ison, 
Dean of St Paul’s, said: ‘For centuries, St Paul’s Cathedral has 
been a place to remember the personal and national impact 
of great tragedies. We have heard so many sad stories of those 

affected by the pandemic, and our thoughts and prayers are 
with those who have suffered. Every person is valued and 
worthy of remembrance.’ 

To submit a tribute for a loved one, 
please visit www.rememberme2020.uk 

CMF is part of the City’s creative and educational offer, and 
is based in the emerging Culture Mile, the City’s cultural 
quarter. It supports and educates outstanding professional 
musicians early in their careers through business mentoring, 
professional development workshops, the making of websites, 
professional CDs and videos, fixing professional external gigs, 
and organising CMF’s own events, recitals and projects. 

CMF delivers its mission of ‘turning talent into success’ by 
providing an innovative programme which brings together two 
areas in which the City is a global leader – cultural excellence 
and business expertise. CMF Artists receive support through 
a core programme of workshops and mentoring sessions, 
covering areas such as programming, marketing, press and PR, 
networking, and communication skills (on and off stage).

To find out more about City Music Foundation please go to their 
website, or to listen to the performance of Messiaen’s Quartet 
for the End of Time, go to City Music Foundation’s YouTube 
channel. 
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CD REVIEWS
FRANCIS POTT
Tom Winpenny plays the organ of  
St Albans Cathedral             
Christus (Passion Symphony for organ), 
Improvisation on ‘Adeste, Fideles’, Schmucke 
dich, O liebe Seele, Surrexit hodie (Fantasia-
Toccata sopra ‘O Filii et Filiae’) 
NAXOS 8.574252-53 (2 CDs)

The music of Francis Pott (b. 1957) has become well known 
in the past few years thanks to some significant recordings of 
his church and organ pieces, and last year his piano music 
was collected on to CD by Jeremy Filsell (Acis Records). 
Christus (1986-90) is by far his largest organ work to date: on 
account of its two-hour length and vast cyclical structure it 
is not exactly lunchtime recital material, and its formidable 
technical demands will likely confine performances to the 
most ambitious virtuosi.

The piece takes the listener on an epic and rewarding journey. 
I strongly advise – before even starting to listen – a thorough 
reading of the composer’s excellent sleeve notes which 
provide a detailed explanation of the ethos and structure of 
Christus, what its musical roots are and how these roots are 
drawn upon and then built into an organic whole through 
exposition, transformation, invention and re-invention – and 
virtually every other compositional technique. The composer 
states that Christus owes little to the French symphonic 
tradition, inclining rather towards the composer Carl Nielsen 
(1865-1931), and in particular his 4th and 5th symphonies. 
Intriguingly, Pott doesn’t mention Nielsen’s last work and 
only organ composition Commotio (Op. 58), a far too little-
known piece the resonances of which appear at many points 
in this music. 

Several composers have adapted Nielsen’s technical skills into 
their work, for example his fellow Dane Vagn Holmboe (1909-
96) and the UK’s Robert Simpson (1921-97), and their music 
can also be perceived in Christus. Other influences include 
Bach and Haydn and the giant structures of Max Reger. I 
don’t think the French can be entirely redacted either: I was 
reminded of Dupré’s vast Passion sequence Le Chemin de la 
Croix (Op. 29), some later Messiaen works, also Schoenberg’s 
Variations on a Recitative, Job and Faust by Petr Eben, and A 
Sacred Tetralogy by the British composer Francis Routh (b. 
1927). A worthy parade of forebears.

All these pieces, however, are dwarfed by the scale of 
Christus. It is – as implied by its title – a voyage through the 
life, passion, crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, and it 
expresses at its deepest level the anguish, hope, endurance, 
cleansing and redemption through faith of the Christian 
soul. Its composition took four years, and its dedication to 
the memory of the composer’s father who died too young in 
1983 marks its intensely personal nature. The first and last 

movements, respectively ‘Logos’ and ‘Resurrectio’, amount to 
over half the work, and the central movement ‘Passacaglia-Via 
Crucis-Scherzo-Golgotha’ contains some of the most dramatic 
organ music you will hear anywhere, and the drama is often 
sustained over long periods. The quiet and more reflective 
passages are haunting in their beauty. 

The variety, musical power and originality of Christus set it 
down in my view as one of the most significant additions to 
the organ repertoire of the past half century. 

The CD also contains three much shorter pieces, two of which 
are first recordings. The Fantasia Toccata (2019) is a real tour 
de force.

Tom Winpenny plays this magnificent music with matching 
brilliance and flair. The St Albans Cathedral instrument is 
displayed to its full potential, and it is hard to imagine this 
recording being surpassed. I have no hesitation in giving it the 
highest recommendation and, moreover, it can be enjoyed at 
budget price. 

Bret Johnson

DURUFLÉ COMPLETE  
ORGAN WORKS
Thomas Trotter
Fugue sur le thème du Carillon des Heures 
de la Cathédrale de Soissons; Méditation; 
Prélude et Fugue sur le nom d’Alain; 
Scherzo; Prélude sur l’Introït de l’Epiphanie; 
Prélude, Adagio et Choral Varié sur le thème 
du ‘Veni Creator’; Chant Donné: hommage à Jean Gallon; Suite.
KING’S COLLEGE KGS0053   TT 73:25

Regular attenders at Dr Trotter’s many live concerts as well 
as those of us who delight in listening to his formidable list 
of universally acclaimed recordings will be familiar with the 
many superlatives that spring instantly to mind in attempting 
to do justice with descriptions of the many facets of his 
outstanding art as one of Britain’s leading performers in any 
musical genre.

The fact that Thomas Trotter stands supreme at what Peter 
Hurford used, memorably, to refer to as ‘the heart of the art 
of the organ’ is a given. For almost half a century, Trotter’s 
exquisite musical expression and faultless technique have 
delighted his many admirers.

That the music of Duruflé should find so persuasive 
and eloquent an advocate is one thing. That the most 
quintessentially English of organs should prove so magical 
a vehicle for this repertoire is no less impressive. The King’s 
instrument has received a recent first-class re-fettling at the 
hands of the superb staff at Harrison & Harrison and the 

ORGAN CDs
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voicing and regulation has never come over so effectually to 
player and listener.

One wonders if the unfolding of the opening of the Suite on 
a wide-scaled flute in soprano register has ever sounded quite 
as heart-rending as here; not, I venture to suggest, in the 
experience of your reviewer.

The entire Duruflé œuvre is present, including some ear-
tickling miniatures of more recent publication date than the 
cornerstone masterworks such as the pieces inspired by the 
name of Alain, by the Pentecost Veni Creator and not forgetting 
the Op. 5 Suite – dedicated to Dukas, of Sorcerer’s Apprentice 
fame, magical major pieces that find a regular place in concert 
programmes. Each of these significant works is inscribed by 
its composer to important figures within the French musical 
tradition: Alain, of course – a memorial tribute, Vierne [Veni 
Creator] and Tournemire, to whom is inscribed the Op. 2 
Scherzo. Henry Doyen, organist at Rouen Cathedral, received 
the dedication of the Carillon; a less familiar name still is 
that of Jean Gallon, who taught Duruflé harmony and is the 
dedicatee of the miniature Chant Donné from 1953.

The performances are sublime throughout. The wholly apt 
nature of the registration warrants an article in itself. And yes, 
we do get the revised ending to the Toccata!

Simon Lindley

CECILIA McDOWALL
Works for Organ
William Fox
Celebration; First Flight; O Antiphon 
Sequence; George Herbert Trilogy; Wo Gott der 
Herr nicht bei uns hält; 3 Antiphons; arr Fox 
Pavane from Four Piano Solos.
NAXOS 8.579077   TT 65:04

Cecilia McDowall is one of the most prolific and significant 
contemporary choral composers. Her works reveal a unique 
voice with emphasis on complex rhythmic writing coupled 
with a particular harmonic language mainly devoid of 
pastiche. She has been one of the leading house composers 
for OUP since 2010, and was recently awarded an Ivor Novello 
award for Outstanding Works Collection. 

Although her works are described as lyrical, some of the 
writing featured on this disc is uncompromising. Celebration, 
however, written in 2014 for the Portsmouth University 
Graduation Ceremonies, would certainly appeal to a more 
general audience. First Flight was commissioned in 2019 for 
the opening of the Dobson organ at Bruton Parish in Virginia. 
The opening coincided with the 500th anniversary of the 
death of Leonardo da Vinci and the 50th anniversary of the 
launch from Cape Canaveral of Saturn V. The very hushed and 
ominous opening bars, full of foreboding, are emphasised by 
a low pedal note followed by equally low trills in the manuals. 
Eventually, brighter registration becomes more prominent 
and, towards the conclusion, the toccata-like writing set 
against a powerful pedal department serves as a fitting coda. 

Many will be familiar with the Advent antiphons sung mainly 
by cathedral choirs in the days leading up to Christmas. 
McDowall’s set of seven miniatures, the O Antiphon Sequence, is 
very colourful; the plainsong motifs are often hidden within 
intricate counterpoint or displayed against a more dissonant 
chordal structure.  

The disc features a trilogy based on the writing of George 
Herbert. The recorded pieces are not played in numerical 
order, the first being a rhapsodic portrayal of his Sacred and 
Hallowed Fire, a highly unsettling work which well displays 
the virtuosic playing of William Fox performing on the 
very fine 1963 Walker organ at St John the Evangelist in 
Islington. 

The chorale prelude Wo Gott der Herr nicht bei uns hält was 
composed as part of the Orgelbüchlein project. The melody 
is placed in the pedal part against more fragmented writing 
in the manuals. Well positioned within the programme are 
Three Antiphons, based on McDowall’s Latin motets originally 
published in 2005 but revised for organ and trumpet obbligato 
played by Lucy Humphris. The use of the mute in Ave Maria 
and the jig-like qualities in Regina caeli are seemingly set in the 
manner of a dialogue between the soloist and keyboard, and 
this provides stimulating and enjoyable listening.   

Fox’s arrangement of the third of Four Piano Solos, Pavane, 
seems to serve rather more as a vehicle allowing exploration 
of the softer colours of the instrument. It is preceded by the 
second of the three works based on Herbert’s poetry. Church 
Bells beyond the stars makes full use of the upper work and 
mutation stops on the instrument, whilst the exceedingly 
bold and vigorous toccata-writing in the movement based on 
Heaven and Earth, composed originally in 2010 though revised 
in 2020, features extreme dynamic contrasts conceived 
in a highly exuberant style. It brings the disc to a thrilling 
conclusion.

This is an exceedingly fine recording. It reveals the freshness 
of McDowall’s highly creative style and serves as a showcase 
for the very skilled playing of William Fox. Although the 
actual presentation is somewhat confusing in relation to the 
disc, Fox’s liner notes are very informative and the recording 
quality excellent.  

David Thorne

CD REVIEWS

FURTHER CDS WHICH ARE WITH CM’S REGULAR 
REVIEWER TIMOTHY STOREY, WHO SADLY IS 
UNWELL.

HARK! WHAT A SOUND
Choir of St Patrick’s Cathedral
Dir: Stuart Nicholson, David Leigh
REGENT REGCD 556   TT 58:37

ADVENT LIVE Vol II
Choir of St John’s College, 
Cambridge
Dir: Andrew Nethsingha
SIGNUM SIGCD 661   TT 62:59

ENGELBERG EXPERIENCE
Markus Kühnis 
WILLOWHAYNE RECORDS WHR066   
TT 72:13
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MAGNIFICAT 2
Choir of St John’s College, 
Cambridge
Dir: Andrew Nethsingha
Organ: Glen Dempsey;  
James Anderson-Besant
Howells Collegium Regale; Swayne 
Magnificat I; Watson Evening Canticles in E; 
Walton Chichester Service; L Berkeley Chichester Service;  
Sumsion Evening Canticles in G; F Jackson Evening Service in G; 
Pärt Magnificat; Julian Anderson St John’s Service.
SIGNUM SIGCD 667   TT 74:22

As if it is not enough of a treat to have a new recording by this 
remarkable choir, on opening the programme booklet the 
first thing we see is a four-page essay on the ‘New Testament 
Canticles’ by Archbishop Rowan Williams. Archbishop Rowan 
sets these texts in their historical context and relates them to 
our contemporary life, and his piece is full of his own unerring 
blend of erudition and lucidity. Andrew Nethsingha’s 
comments on the music are equally full of insight, and this 
booklet of 55 pages, only three of which are advertising, is a 
model of its kind.

What of the music? Maybe it is better not to listen straight 
through to seven settings of the two canticles plus another 
two unattached Magnificats but, to be honest, such is their 
variety, one easily can, and with unalloyed pleasure. The 
combinations of familiar and less familiar, accompanied and 
unaccompanied, traditional and less traditional, all work to 
facilitate and enhance continuous listening.

Highlights? Well, every item, really! You would travel far to hear 
a more sensitive start to Howells’ Collegium Regale setting or, 
indeed, a more dramatic Gloria. The Giles Swayne Magnificat 
which follows could hardly be more different, but is just as 
enjoyable with its amazing vocal orchestration and complexity 
of rhythm. This is totally exhilarating. The performance of 
Watson in E is, like the setting, understated, unpretentious, 
but utterly musical. Walton’s Chichester Service bursts in almost 
rudely after the exquisite ending of the Watson, but we are 
immediately captivated by its vitality, its drama and, in places, 
its dance. And so it goes on. Every setting is performed with 
distinction. Jackson in G, a service which has everything, has all 
its facets fully explored. 

I have long held the view that settings of the evening canticles 
by composers who are not mainstream Anglican composers 
from the cathedral tradition are amongst the most original 
and interesting. I would cite settings by Walton and Berkeley 
from this CD, together with those by Tavener, Rubbra, and 
Tippett amongst others. It is as if these composers are able 
to look at these ancient texts with fresh eyes, and see new 
and exciting truths in them. To this list must now be added 
the final setting on this disc, by Julian Anderson. This was 
recorded just a few weeks after the choir gave the premiere in 
2019, and it is a magnificent work, fearlessly sung.

Throughout, the choir exhibits its customary impeccable 
intonation, but its emotional power derives more from the 
uninhibited expressions of so wide a range of musical styles 
and idioms. The treble soloists in particular are wonderful, as 
indeed are the organists. This is a terrific disc.  

Christopher Barton

HEINRICH ISAAC
Cinquecento
Missa Wohlauff gut Gsell von hinnen; 
Recordare, Jesu Christe; Quis dabit pacem 
populo timenti?; Sive vivamus, sive moriamur; 
Parce, Domine, populo tuo; O decus ecclesiae; 
Judaea et Jerusalem; Josquin Comment peult 
avoir joye?
HYPERION CDA 68337   TT 78:03

Whilst the music of Josquin is widely known and features 
on numerous recordings by groups ranging from The 
Early Music Consort of London in the 1970s to The Tallis 
Scholars under Peter Phillips, the musical output of the 
Flemish composer Heinrich Isaac is less represented on disc. 
Isaac, now recognised as one of the leading representatives 
of the Flemish School, was born in the middle of the 15th 
century and although the history of his early life is unknown, 
musicologists now strongly assert that he studied in Flanders.

Isaac’s reputation became extremely prominent during 
the early part of his career. This is revealed by an invitation 
from Lorenzo de’ Medici for him to work in Florence. 
Isaac’s versatility, ranging from singer to composer, could be 
observed in various churches within the city from around 1484. 
However, with the fall of the Medici, he sought employment 
with the Hapsburgs in Vienna and Innsbruck, and in 1496 was 
employed by Emperor Maximilian as court composer, which 
occupation he retained for the rest of his life. There seemed 
no restraint on his musical activities, highly ideal for a flexible 
composer and musician.   

The original version of Missa Wohlauf gut Gsell von hinnen is 
based on a popular song known in French as ‘Comment peult 
avoir joye’. It was set as a polyphonic chanson by Josquin 
and is included on this disc following the performance of 
the Isaac Mass. It dates from 1490, although the German 
version was composed a decade later. An important factor 
embracing the work is the prominence of the melodic line 
which is stated mainly in the upper voices with certainly 
more than a semblance of a tonal centre integrated within 
the counterpoint. Josquin’s harmonic language is surprisingly 
rich, but to those unfamiliar with the style of writing, the 
fragmented nature of the movements of the Mass might feel 
unsettling. Nevertheless, the varied texture of the counterpoint 
is extremely varied and includes canonic writing and repeated 
use of various melodic motifs from the chorale. Also included 

CHORAL CDs

IN THE BLEAK MIDWINTER
Carols sung by the choir of  
King’s College, Cambridge at the 
Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols 
in December 2020 (Dir. Daniel Hyde)
KINGS KGS0060

SONGS OF FAITH,  
LOVE AND NONSENSE
C V Stanford
Roderick Williams (baritone)
James Way (tenor)
Piano: Andrew West
SOMM CD0627   TT 78:50
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are a number of Isaac’s motets, some consisting of luscious 
writing – such as in the short and melancholic motet Parce, 
Domine, populo tuo. Whilst there are three through-composed 
motets in the selection chosen by Cinquecento, the rest are 
divided into brief movements and are very representative of 
the period.  

If compared with performances of this style of music by 
larger professional groups, some might question the use of 
only six singers, but the quality of the richly blended singing 
by this multi-national and long-established group is highly 
convincing. Aficionados of this period of musical history 
would be hard pushed to criticise the release – rather more, it 
serves as yet a further example of Hyperion’s ethos to expand 
the availability of specialist music to a wider audience whilst 
featuring not only quality performers but recordings of a 
superb standard. 

David Thorne

ST JOHN PASSION
Bach Collegium Japan
Dir: Masaaki Suzuki
Evangelist: James Gilchrist
Hana Blažiková; Damien Guillon;  
Zachary Wilder; Christian Immler (Jesus).
BIS 2551   TT 105:28

As I write (July 2021), the restrictions on singing in the UK 
because of the covid pandemic would seem to have been 
lifted so that amateur singers can resume their practices in 
larger numbers, and professional performances, which have 
been few and far between, will hopefully be heard across 
the country. Imagine then, the Bach Collegium Japan (BCJ) 
in March 2020, having performed in London to a packed 
Barbican Hall, moving on to Cologne, only to be told that the 
remaining eight performances of their tour were cancelled. 
The authorities of the Kölner Philharmonie, however, offered 
that the concert there should be live-streamed, without an 
audience, and this performance is on YouTube for all to see. 
The concert hall went a step further and allowed the BCJ and 
its conductor, Masaaki Suzuki, to make a recording. This was 
clearly not without its difficulties as artists were concerned 
to get home and, at one point, police entered the hall 
demanding that the performers should leave immediately. 
One hour later the recording was complete, thanks to one of 
the policemen having seen the livestream and allowing the 
required time. The recording will forever be known as The 
Köln Recording (this is in bold on the cover), and the result is a 
remarkable testament to the artistry of all concerned. 

Put aside the circumstances and we still have a performance 
of extraordinary power and emotion. Suzuki gives us an 
energised reading of St John’s highly dramatic text with the 
first chorus setting the tone of the whole recording. There 
is a great sense of urgency, and the biting dissonances of the 
oboes are wonderfully painful! People often regard Suzuki’s 
performances as being more contemplative, certainly in 
comparison with those of John Eliot Gardiner, but here 
the cries of ‘Herr’ command us to listen as something 
extraordinary unfolds. This chorus is 1’ 10’’ shorter than 
in Gardiner’s live recording of 2003 and James Gilchrist, 
in his opening recitative, takes up the gauntlet to move the 
narrative forward, at some pace, but always reflecting the 
emotions of the text. Gilchrist has to be one of the foremost 
Evangelists of our time, and he uses the colours of his voice 
to perfection. Christian Immler, who sings both the part of 
Christ and the bass arias, is very expressive in his delivery and 

the other soloists are equal to their tasks, particularly the alto 
Damien Guillon. The singers and instrumentalists of the BCJ 
are simply magnificent. The chorus of 21, which includes the 
soloists except for Gilchrist, delivers the dramatic choruses 
and contemplative chorales with precision, articulate lightness 
where needed, beauty, and real acidity at times, such as the 
‘Kreuzige’ outbursts. The playing of the instrumentalists 
complements the vocal resources so well throughout, and 
Suzuki’s use of the double bassoon adds just that greater 
depth, particularly in ‘Ruht wohl’. 

The recording team is to be congratulated for superb work, 
arranged at such short notice, for here we have an outstanding 
performance recorded under exceptional circumstances. 
Sixteen months of full or partial lockdown during the 
pandemic has put many careers, in so many areas, in peril, 
but this recording is one of the great successes to come out of 
a time most of us will never forget. 

Nicholas Kerrison 

THE BEATIFIC VISION
Choral music by Simon Mold  
and Charles Paterson
Leicester Cathedral Chamber Choir
Dir: Christopher Ouvry-Johns
Organ: Simon Headley
Mold Most glorious Lord of lyfe; St Woolos 
Service; My pilgrimage; In olden time and 
distant land; The beatific vision; Paterson Sweet day; Festival Jubilate; 
They shall mount up with wings like eagles; Carillon-Sortie on St George; 
Adam lay ybounden; In the bleak mid-winter; Make we joy now in this 
fest; Communion service: The Bells of St Martin’s; Ite, missa est, alleluia!
HERALD HAVPCD 402   TT 70:09

Recorded in 2016, this album spotlights the work of two 
Leicester composers, Charles Paterson and Simon Mold, 
both of whom have been closely connected with Leicester 
Cathedral for many years. There are excellent performances 
by the Leicester Chamber Choir, a group of amateur and 
professional singers directed by Christopher Ouvry-Johns, 
who gather together only for specific events. 

Mold’s setting of the Easter text, Most glorious Lord of lyfe, serves 
as an exhilarating introduction with its organ fanfare followed 
by long sweeping choral phrases with occasional unexpected 
harmonic twists. Charles Paterson’s Festival Jubilate is equally 
impressive, highlighted by quasi-antiphonal writing, whilst his 
Sweet Day is more restrained in character and enhanced by 
quieter ensemble singing. 

The Mass setting commissioned by St Woolos Cathedral has 
many good moments, although some of the writing feels over-
conservative, especially in its harmonic style and certainly 
apparent within the organ-writing. Charles Patterson’s 
communion setting The Bells of St Martin’s, placed later on 
the disc, is very much more concise. The juxtaposition of an 
atmospheric Kyrie followed by the exuberant segue into the 
Gloria works well, although both the Sanctus and Benedictus 
are less interesting. Additionally, there are a number of 
occasions when the balance feels claustrophobic, particularly 
in a building suggesting an unsympathetic acoustic. 
Nevertheless, inclusion of an organ setting of the Ite, Missa est 
reveals the powerful Harrison organ to full effect. 

There are a number of attractive miniatures by Paterson, 
notably his carol settings, Adam lay ybounden, In the bleak 
midwinter and Make we joy now in this fest. The singing here is 
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especially spirited, and the contrasting musical textures are 
effective and well controlled.   

Simon Mold’s The Beatific Vision serves as a fitting conclusion 
to a varied disc. Although the harmonic writing seems to 
lack direction, some highly expressive and attractive vocal 
writing permeates the work and is captured well by all the 
voices. The sopranos are in particularly fine form. More 
than just a mention should be made of the excellent organ 
accompaniments of Simon Headley and the rather closely 
miked harp playing of Rowena Bass.  

David Thorne

CECILIA McDOWALL
Choir of Trinity College, 
Cambridge
Dir: Stephen Layton
Organ: Alexander Hamilton
Alma redemptoris mater; O Oriens; Standing 
as I do before God; Adoro te devote; Deus, 
portus pacis; God is light; Love incorruptible; 
Three Latin motets; O Antiphon sequence; The Lord is good.
HYPERION CDA 68251   TT 69:56

This CD has been a long time in the making. The first tracks 
were recorded in January 2018 and the next group a year 
later, still before the effect of the virus was felt. The final 
choral tracks were recorded in January 2020, with the organ 
piece in March 2020.

During that period, the membership of this student choir has 
obviously changed; three lists of choir members are in the 
booklet credits. No difference in style, sound or quality can be 
detected and, fortunately, one of the defining characteristics 
of the choir is that its membership includes some of the 
finest young sopranos to be found. This is so important here 
as Cecilia McDowall clearly favours the soprano voice; every 
choir item has the sopranos divided into at least two, there 
are several soprano solos too, and throughout the CD they 
make a breathtaking impression. Like all the choir, they are 
rock solid in intonation, able to sustain long lines, and they 
blend impeccably.

Cecilia McDowall is, of course, one of our most eminent 
contemporary composers, and she has contributed much 
of real, lasting quality to the sacred repertoire. There is a 
radiance in her music, partially but not wholly attributable to 
the prominence of the soprano voice, and she has an enviable 
ability to write lines which, while sometimes exhibiting 
quite high levels of dissonance, are always logical and which 
therefore create in the listener the sense of progress, of 
movement, of actually getting somewhere. Another delightful 
feature is her acknowledgement of earlier traditions. The first 
motet on the disc, Alma redemptoris Mater, has some roots in the 
13th-century Parisian Notre Dame school, while Adoro te devote 
makes a distinct acknowledgement to Allegri’s Miserere mei, 
Deus. Closer to home, there is more than a whiff of Howells 
in the O Oriens from the organ suite. It is a skilful composer 
who can integrate these influences so seamlessly into her own 
work.  

There are similarities of texture in the choral pieces, but 
variety too. As well as the mystical, almost timeless quality of 
much of the music, we also find dance-like elements in, for 
example, Alma redemptoris Mater and Regina coeli, laetare. In 
addition to the choral motets, all unaccompanied, there is 
a substantial organ suite, the O Antiphon sequence, beautifully 

played by Alexander Hamilton. This was recorded on the 
organ of St George’s Chapel Windsor and, while I’m sure 
Mr Hamilton could make the music work admirably on the 
Trinity College Metzler, or any other instrument, certainly 
the Windsor Harrison/Nicholson suits it perfectly. The CD 
booklet is excellent on the music, the choir and conductor, 
but I feel it is a little sad that there is no information on Mr 
Hamilton, who contributes over 18 solo minutes to the success 
of the CD – and a real success it is, too. Music, choir and 
conductor (and organist) come together to produce a wholly 
satisfying experience, and it is a triumph for all concerned.

Christopher Barton

MUSIC FOR THE KING OF SCOTS
Inside the Pleasure Palace of James IV
The Binchois Consort
Dir: Andrew Kirkman
Plainsong: Matins responsory:  
Horrendo subdenda rotarum machinamento; 
Introit: Dilexisti iustitiam; Music from 
the Carver Choirbook: Missa Horrendo 
subdenda rotarum machinamento; Magnificat;  
Cornysh Ave Maria, mater Dei.
HYPERION CDA68333   TT 55:20

Firstly, full marks to all involved in both this recording 
from Hyperion and the hugely informative booklet that 
accompanies it; the immense degree of trouble that has 
been taken to recreate something of the Royal Chapel at 
Linlithgow, now sadly only a ruin, is quite as remarkable as it 
is praiseworthy.

At the centre of these performances is a substantial setting, 
Missa Horrendo subdenda rotarum machinamento, known 
colloquially as the Catherine Wheel Mass, a work that bids fair 
to the claim that it might be one of, if not the earliest survival 
of a mass of Scottish origin. It is found within the pages of the 
renowned Carver Choir Book – one of but two pre-Reformation 
similar compilations. The ‘Carver’ of the title is a priest, 
Robert of that ilk, sometimes also known as Robert Arnot.

For something of the connection between King James I of 
Scotland and Saint Katherine (sic), a careful read of the 
admirable liner notes by Todd Harris is needed. The King’s 
devotion to Katherine is the stuff of legend, involving great 
religious fervour, premonitions of death in battle and 
substantial financial gifts to the chapel in Linlithgow Church 
that bears her name.

The performances unfold from a responsory and introit for 
the Mass of St Katherine; the noble torso of the Mass itself 
follows.

Greater textual variety is to be found within the attractions of 
the energised verses of a Magnificat from the Carver collection 
followed by a very fine account of William Cornysh’s antiphon 
to the Blessed Virgin Mary: Ave Maria, mater Dei. 

All performances are directed with commitment and 
stylish integrity by the conductor of the Binchois Consort, 
Andrew Kirkman, the current Barber Professor of Music 
at Birmingham University. While not wishing to single 
out individuals within the consort, it nonetheless has to be 
admitted that the explorations of countertenors David Allsopp 
and Tim Travers-Brown into occasionally dizzy heights are 
among many delights within a superlative recording. 
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A tip to a potential order for initial listening: leave the 
Cornysh as the finale, but hear the Carver’s more immediately 
approachable Magnificat before, rather than after, the not 
insubstantial fare of the Mass setting with its two preliminary 
chants.

Simon Lindley

BYRD 1558
Alamire; Fretwork.
Grace Davidson, Martha 
McLorinan; Nicholas Todd.
Dir: David Skinner
Psalmes, Sonets & songs of sadness and pietie, 
Sonnets and pastorals, Funeral song of Sir 
Philip Sidney.
INVENTA INV1006   TT 78:20

The beguiling vocal and instrumental sonorities underpinning 
this glorious recital of generous length – extending to two 
CDs, each of 78 minutes’ duration – are evident right from 
the unfolding of this remarkable recital. It was recorded 
within the sympathetic acoustic of All Saints, Holdenby, just 
a few short miles from the county town of Northamptonshire 
– a perfect venue from which emanates music of great innate 
beauty.

Comprising a mere half dozen vocalists (in this iteration), 
Alamire has made many friends since its formation a decade 
and a half ago. The name and repute of the instrumental 
consort Fretwork has occupied a pre-eminent position within 
our national musical scene for some two decades longer. 

There is a huge amount to admire in this imaginatively 
presented programme, and there are fine contrasts of 
textures and tonalities, with component scorings wonderfully 
juxtaposed each with the other. The eponymous anthology 
from which every individual work is taken presents the music’s 
secular as well as sacred origins.

My mind to me a kingdom is, from the first disc, is the ninth of 
a total of 35 tracks. At its heart it contains an instrumentally 
distinguished texture, the Renaissance equivalent of a 
contemporary string pizzicato. 

The listener’s attention is well and truly held throughout, and 
the impressive anthology gains much by the track order in 
which the individual numbers have been assembled. By such 
means is the listener given the greatest variety and contrast, 
not least in terms of the vocal range, the tessitura.

Another particularly fine and notable aspect is the exquisite 
phrasing and gently etched rhythmic flexibility throughout, 
not least in the easeful approach to musical cadence and the 
perfection of balance and ensemble. You would be repaid by 
taking the time to listen to these magnificent recordings from 
start to finish, if at all possible.

An admirable accompanying booklet guides the listener 
through the two CDs, with the occasional explanation where 
terms no longer in common usage are employed. This is a 
particular help with the considerable number of texts of 
non-liturgical provenance, but is overall very useful and 
informative.

There are notably praiseworthy solo vocal contributions from 
Grace Davidson, Martha McLorinan and Nicholas Todd; the 

last named is also a significant component member of the 
distinguished vocal sextet.

Simon Lindley

GERRE HANCOCK:  
CHURCH AND ORGAN MUSIC
Choir of Saint Thomas Fifth 
Avenue, New York 
The Saint Thomas Brass 
Dir: Jeremy Filsell
A Song to the lamb; Jubilate; Infant holy;  
To serve; The Saint Thomas Service; Air for 
Organ; Missa Resurrectionis; The Lord will surely come;  
You are one in Christ Jesus; How dear to me; Come, ye lofty;  
Kindle the gift of God; Judge eternal; Psalm 8; Ora labora; V 
ariations on ‘Ora labora’; Deep River.
SIGNUM SIGCD631   TT 81:00

A very generously filled CD of the music of this much loved 
and admired organist and composer who was Organist and 
Director of Music at Saint Thomas between 1971 and 2004. 
There have already been several recordings of his organ 
compositions, and his extemporising skills (much influenced 
by his organ studies in France with Langlais and Marie-
Claire Alain) colour his music for both choir and organ with 
long, soaring and spacious lines which lend a bright, festive 
atmosphere to all the pieces.

Especially notable for me is his setting of the Magnificat and 
Nunc Dimittis (Saint Thomas Service) which draws grandly 
on the models of Howells, Francis Jackson and Walton, 
and also that of Leo Sowerby (1895-1968), the dean of 
American church music whose compositions were frequently 
programmed by Hancock during his tenure at Saint Thomas. 
Hancock’s love of tradition, a badge of his personal modesty, 
drove him to seek its preservation in his music: the Missa 
Resurrectionis is founded on the hymn tune St Magnus (‘The 
head that once was crowned with thorns’). Similarly, The Lord 
will surely come is a rich adornment of the hymn ‘Conditor 
alme siderum’ (Creator of the starry height), firmly marked 
with the Hancock imprimatur of vaulting vocal lines, chiming 
motifs and powerful organ underlinings. Come ye lofty, come 
ye lowly is an arrangement of a Breton carol, with a ‘lofty’ 
concluding descant.

You are one in Christ Jesus gently rocks you towards a broadening 
climax and retreat (like Howells, Hancock favours arch-like 
structures). Further traditional melodies are found in Infant 
holy, a quiet embellishment of the familiar carol, and in the well-
known spiritual Deep River. Of the longer anthems, How dear 
to me (Psalm 84) is greatly enhanced by the addition of brass 
and timpani, and Judge eternal is an imaginative elaboration 
of another hymn with a typically triumphant Hancock ‘last 
verse’. The a cappella fauxbourdon setting of Psalm 8 leads 
to one of America’s most famous hymns, ‘Come, labor on’ 
by Thomas Tertius Noble (1867-1953), with a thrilling last 
verse accompaniment followed by Hancock’s own set of organ 
variations on the tune. Like the French organist-composers he 
so much admired, Hancock favours variation form – perhaps 
because it gives full rein to his improvisatory skills.

This is a fantastic recording by a world-class choir which 
captures brilliantly the legacy of a great genius of the American 
church music scene. I very highly recommend it.

Bret Johnson 
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ARNOLD ROSNER REQUIEM
Crouch End Festival Chorus
London Philharmonic Orchestra
Kelley Hollis (soprano)  
Feargal Mostyn-Williams (countertenor)  
Thomas Elwin (tenor)  
Gareth Brynmor John (baritone) 
Dir: Nick Palmer
TOCCATA CLASSICS   TOCC0545

Rosner’s Requiem (Op. 59), for chorus and large orchestra, was 
composed during the ’70s, as were two of his three Masses. It 
has to be one of the most unusual works to parade under such 
a title, as it draws its texts from such diverse sources as the 
Latin Requiem Mass, the Tibetan Book of the Dead, French, 
German and American poets and the Kaddish, which is sung 
as part of the Jewish mourning ritual. 

Rosner was an admirer of the Swedish film-maker Ingmar 
Bergman, and especially of his 1957 film The Seventh Seal, which 
concerns a medieval knight who returns from the Crusades 
and challenges Death to a game of chess. Rosner approached 
Bergman in 1971 with the idea of turning it into an opera, but 
the enigmatic director refused permission. Now, instead, it 
forms the title of the Requiem’s 11-minute opening movement, 
the overture. Setting texts from the Book of Revelation, it is 
scored for a vast orchestra which includes seven trumpets and 
an apocalyptic Mars, the Bringer of War 5/4 time signature. A 
vocal trio sings the ‘Dies irae’ in ancient organum style – as a 
plainchant melody with an added voice – before the trumpets 
enter with astonishing fanfares, which Rosner then builds to a 
cataclysmic conclusion.

The second movement, with eerily remote lyrics written at 
the height of the Second World War by the nihilistic German 
poet Gottfried Benn (1886-1956), for solo tenor and tuned 
percussion ensemble, is followed by a wild Scherzo for full 
orchestra – truly runaway cart music! The fourth movement is 
a very lyrical and tranquil ode for soprano and small orchestra 
of Les neiges d’antan by the French poet François Villon (1431-
63), a delicate lament for lost time. More contrast follows in 
the Sutra (a Buddhist proverb), another ostinato. Repetitive 
chanting is often found in oriental music: according to Zen 
Buddhism, it leads to a long life. The sixth movement is a 
setting of part of Walt Whitman’s When lilacs last in the dooryard 
bloom’d: ‘Come, lovely and soothing death’, for unaccompanied 
chorus in the manner of a 16th-century madrigal. It speaks of 
Whitman’s serene acceptance of death, in stark contrast to 
the organum Lasciate ogni speranza (Abandon hope all ye who 
enter here) from Dante’s Divine Comedy. This is a dramatic 
interlude for chorus and orchestra, punctuated by the distant 
summonses of trumpet fanfares. 

Yet more contrast ensues in the Jewish Kaddish, a long and 
devotional aria for soprano and orchestra in Romantic style. 
The climax of the work is found in ‘Libera me’, a cri de coeur 
in the form of an anguished passacaglia for full chorus and 
orchestra. Finally, the Requiem subsides into a mysterious 
tranquillity.

Britten’s War Requiem and Holst’s influence may occasionally 
be glimpsed in this music, but the piece rather evokes the 
grandeur of Berlioz and Bruckner. Rosner’s frequent use 
of interlocking major and minor triads, timeless archaic 
inflexions and re-fashioned medieval and renaissance 
polyphony are just a few examples of the striking individuality 
of his music. The Requiem encompasses a wide range of 

expressive extremes and is undoubtedly a work for our 
troubled times which impels us to look beyond our Western 
citadel to the whole of humanity. A lifelong pacifist, Rosner 
had, just prior to the Requiem, written A My Lai Elegy (1971), 
a moving orchestral memorial to one of the most notorious 
episodes of the Vietnam War, which is due to be recorded 
shortly.

Bret Johnson

SACRED TREASURES OF 
CHRISTMAS
The London Oratory  
Schola Cantorum
Dir: Charles Cole
Sweelinck Hodie Christus natus est;  
Gabrieli O magnum mysterium;  
Chant Alleluia ‘Dies sanctificatus’;  
Hassler Verbum caro factum est; Mouton Nesciens mater;  
Scheidt Puer natus in Bethlehem; Guerrero Pastores Loquebantur; 
Lassus Resonet in laudibus; Omnes de Saba; Victoria O magnum 
mysterium; Alma redemptoris mater a 5; Palestrina Surge, illuminare, 
Jerusalem; Sheppard Reges Tharsis et insulae; Clemens Magi veniunt 
ab oriente; Nanino Diffusa est gratia; Tallis Videte miraculum.
HYPERION CDA 68358   TT 76:30

As I write, Simon Johnson of St Paul’s Cathedral has just 
been appointed as the new Master of Music at Westminster 
Cathedral which, as many know, has – at least musically – been 
through turbulent times, and Simon has the challenge of 
tackling the renaissance of the choir. 

Just before the UK’s first lockdown, the London Oratory 
Schola Cantorum took up the baton of being perhaps the 
foremost Roman Catholic choir, and embarked on providing 
Christmas of 2020, which of course turned out to be quite 
unlike any others we have known, with a distinctly different 
musical offering for the public. None of the usual collection 
of well-known carols and their many different arrangements 
here! Instead, a feast of ‘sacred treasures’ of the 16th and 
early 17th centuries. 

Founded in 1996, the choir gives Catholic boys of the 
London Oratory School the wonderful experience of a choral 
education within the state system. At the helm is Charles Cole, 
who began his musical training as a chorister at Westminster 
Cathedral, moving to Ampleforth and Oxford (Exeter 
College), before returning to the cathedral as organ scholar. 
He is therefore well versed in Catholic musical traditions 
and, as he explains in his preface to the disc, ‘Through these 
recordings, the Schola seeks to bring to a wider audience the 
music which adorns the liturgies at the London Oratory …. A 
living and breathing tradition.’ 

The 57-strong choir of boys and men (including lay clerks 
from the Oratory), recorded in St Augustine’s Church, 
Kilburn, opens this CD with Sweelinck’s exuberant Hodie in a 
manner both articulate and beautifully shaped, with excellent 
blending of the voices. Giovanni Gabrieli’s O magnum 
mysterium follows and is sublime, with a tremendous sense 
of the ‘reverential awe’ which Charles Cole refers to in the 
notes. These two pieces set the scene for the rest of the disc, 

CHRISTMAS CDs
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which is indeed a ‘magnum mysterium’, such is the quality of 
the singing. Throughout, the tone of the singers, the blend 
and ensemble of the choir and the attention to the texts 
are superb, and Charles Cole and Anita Morrison, the voice 
trainer, are to be congratulated on such a feast of excellent 
music-making which will easily rival many of our cathedral 
and collegiate choirs.

Nicholas Kerrison

AVE REX ANGELORUM
Choir of Keble College, Oxford
Dir: Matthew Martin
Organ: Jeremy Filsell, Benjamin Mills
Plainsong arr Martin Baker Christus vincit; 
Plainsong arr Matthew Martin  
Ave maris stella; Gloria (Mass IX); Ives 
Nova, nova!; Britten A Hymn of St Columba; 
Martin O Oriens; Nowell sing we; O magnum mysterium;  
Hymns: Lo, He comes with clouds descending; Of the Father’s heart 
begotten; Unto us is born a son; Distler Es ist ein Ros’ entsprungen;  
arr Cleobury The Cherry Tree Carol; Bennett Lullaby baby;  
Rütti I wonder as I wander; Trad arr Preston I saw three ships; 
Trad arr Higginbottom Rocking; L Berkeley Look up, sweet babe; 
Plainsong Alleluia: vidimus stellam; Tavener Ave rex angelorum.
CRD RECORDS CRD 3537   TT 60:19

Recorded in the generous acoustic of Buckfast Abbey, the 
choir of Keble College Oxford presents a programme of 
music starting, unusually, with plainsong for the Feast of 
Christ the King (the Sunday before Advent), in an equally 
unusual arrangement, but a very effective one, by Martin 
Baker. This is immediately followed by a 21st-century take on 
the plainsong Ave maris stella, arranged here, with harmonies 
to which purists will object, by the conductor and composer 
Matthew Martin. These two pieces are a taste of what is to come 
whenever plainsong is the stimulus for the new compositions 
which appear on the disc. Matthew Martin’s O Oriens combines 
the Latin antiphon with the hymn tune ‘O come, O come 
Emmanuel’ in what Jeremy Summerly in his programme 
notes calls a ‘poly-stylistic composition’, one minute rich 
harmonies, the next ‘aleatoric writing [and] sounds that 
are reminiscent of digital technology’. It is a difficult and 
effective piece, and it is performed expertly by the choir. The 
Advent hymn ‘Lo, he comes’ follows this, but the last two 
verses are arranged by Paul Plummer and one wonders what 
the average congregation would make of them! Personally, 
I’m not convinced. Another Matthew Martin composition 
is a welcome addition to the Christmas repertoire. ‘Nowell 
sing we’ is an exuberant, rhythmic work and I’m sure it will 
become a regular feature of carol concerts. Jeremy Filsell is 
the organist in this, as he is in most of the recording, and 
his superb, articulate accompaniment to this work really does 
so much for the performance. Jeremy Summerly refers in his 
notes to the ‘inevitable and welcome consonant chord’ – I, for 
one, would have preferred dissonance! 

A variety of some of the ‘more usual fare’ for Christmas 
features in between the new works, including David 
Willcocks’s arrangements of ‘Of the Father’s love’ and ‘Unto 
us is born a son’ with the 32’ reed of the Buckfast Ruffatti 
organ making its presence known. Richard Rodney Bennett’s 
‘Lullaby baby’ makes a welcome appearance and is beautifully 
sung, and Simon Preston’s ‘I saw three ships’ again benefits 
from the superb accompaniment of Jeremy Filsell. The 
conclusion to the disc is Tavener’s ‘Ave rex angelorum’, and 
what a conclusion it is! Again, the Ruffatti organ is heard in 
all its glory (and its quiet rumblings) as the choir articulates 

the text with ‘wild, primordial joy’, as the composer demands, 
culminating in the final shout of ‘Ave rex’. All involved with 
this recording are to be congratulated for a superb addition 
to the Christmas catalogue – brilliant and sensitive singing 
and playing, expertly recorded. 

Nicholas Kerrison

PUER NATUS EST
Choir of Buckfast Abbey
Dir: Philip Arkwright
Organ: Matthew Searles
The Mass for Christmas Day with  
Gregorian chant arranged by  
Dom Gregory Murray, David Davies, 
David Willcocks and Philip Ledger; 
Malcolm Missa Ad præsepe; Duffy Responsorial Psalm 97;  
Willcocks Unto us is born a son; Terry Myn lyking;  
Holst In the bleak mid-winter; Victoria O magnum mysterium;  
Trad arr Willcocks Of the Father’s heart begotten;  
George Baker Toccata-Gigue on the Sussex Carol.
AD FONTES AF005   TT 68:05

‘Ad Fontes’ is the in-house recording company at Buckfast 
Abbey, and one aspect of their productions in which they take 
especial pride is their presentation. The CD is slipped into the 
back of a handsome hardback booklet of 60 pages, one which 
includes some lovely photographs, and which is a joy to hold 
and read.

More joy comes to the ear. The recording is a reconstruction 
of a Christmas Day Mass at the Abbey, and it has the ring 
of authenticity through and through. This is not a dazzling 
display of disconnected Christmas ‘highlights’; rather, it is a 
thoughtfully conceived and really quite spiritual experience. 
Twenty minutes of plainsong are included and much of the 
music, including the Mass setting, is by Catholic composers. 
A little imagination is all that is required to make one believe 
one is experiencing a real Christmas morning Mass.

The first track is one of the most interesting. Adeste fideles, but 
only partially as one knows it. No fewer than four arrangers 
are credited, some better known than others, but the whole 
is a fresh take on one of our most familiar carols. The Mass 
setting, the Missa Ad præsepe by George Malcolm, is sung with 
love and devotion, the charming simplicity of the music being 
communicated with integrity and intimacy. The psalm may be 
in that most patronising of forms, the responsorial psalm, but 
it is saved from its inherent tedium by Philip Duffy’s ambitious 
arrangement.

The offertory motet, Terry’s Myn lyking, reflects the gentle 
lyricism of the Mass setting, and is quite beautiful as, too, is 
the communion motet, Victoria’s O magnum mysterium. This, 
as the booklet reminds us, is the ‘bread and butter’ of the 
choir’s repertoire (although, in fairness, one feels that all the 
music on this recording could be so described) and they do, 
indeed, sound completely at ease with it. The lines are well 
shaped, and dynamic shading is subtle and effective. 

All in all, this is a delightful recording. Maybe the gentlemen 
feel under just a little pressure when competing against the 
organ in Unto us is born a son and maybe the two descants are 
a little reticent in the balance, but choir and organist are 
on fine form. This CD is well worth exploring if you want a 
slightly, but not too far ‘off the beaten track’ recording to 
brighten your Christmas.

Christopher Barton
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HUSH, LITTLE CHILD
Carols by Antony Baldwin  
and Simon Mold
Choirs of Southwell Minster
Dir: Paul Provost
Organ: Simon Hogan
Mold Lo, he comes, an infant stranger;  
Full of joy, in sweet accord; Mary’s cradle song; 
Lullaby for the Christ Child; Children at the manger; At Bethlehem; 
Candlelight Carol; Hush, little child; Mary and the wise men;  
Trad arr Baldwin The Angel Gabriel from God; Handel arr Mold 
Adventus Christi; Baldwin Chorale Prelude on ‘Lo, how a Rose e’er 
blooming’; There is no rose; Dormi, Jesu; Mr Theo Saunders, his 
Trumpet Tune; Praetorius arr Mold Rejoice, rejoice, Jerusalem.
HERITAGE HTGCD 185   TT 70:25

Although recorded as far back as late 2017, this compilation 
of original and new carols sung by the various choirs of 
Southwell Minster is a welcome addition to the vast number of 
carol compilations. The disc mainly features arrangements by 
Simon Mold coupled with some well crafted carols by Antony 
Baldwin. Generally, the choirs (the Minster Choir Consort 
and the cathedral choir) are in good form, although there 
are occasional rough moments from the men of the consort. 
Baldwin’s ideas are most original and musically stimulating, 
revealed, for example, in his settings of The Angel Gabriel 
and Dormi, Jesu. Even the relatively straightforward Chorale 
Prelude on ‘Lo, how a rose e’er blooming’ provides the 
listener with some welcome harmonic surprises. Similarly, 
Simon Mold’s writing frequently reveals a fresh creativity 
whilst his settings of the texts, some of which are his own, are 
very convincing. The inventive use of suspensions within the 
harmonic structure of an aria from Handel’s Saul are very 
novel, whilst the use of the siciliano rhythm in At Bethlehem, a 
carol written for the Chatham Choral Society, complements 
the text most successfully.   

The inclusion of both boys and girls from the choir adds 
discreet musical interest. This is revealed within Mold’s setting 
of his Candlelight Carol, first performed by the Manchester 
Boys’ Choir and regarded as one of his most popular pieces.
  
Although perhaps not necessarily the case in a ‘live’ 
performance, some pieces feel a trifle lengthy. Paul Provost 
achieves a generally accomplished sound from the choirs 
whilst Simon Hogan’s accompaniments are extremely 
sensitive. 

David Thorne

CHRISTMAS IN PUEBLA
Siglo de Oro
Patrick Allies
Juan Garcia de Zéspedes Convidando  
está la noche; Introit: Hodie scietis;  
Juan Gutiérrez de Padilla Joseph fili David; 
Missa Joseph fili David; A la xácara xacarilla; 
Christus natus est; Deus in adiutorium meum 
intende; Francisco de Vidales Los que fueren de buen gusto; Alleluia: 
Crastina die; Joan Cererols Marizápalos a lo Divino ‘Serafin que, con 
dulce harmonia’; Francisco López Capillas Cui luna, sol et omnia; 
Palestrina Missa O Admirabile commercium; Gaspar Fernandes 
Tleycantimo choquiliya.
DELPHIAN DCD 34238   TT 67:39

Firstly, a geographical reference to the eponymous cathedral 
city named in the title of this magnificently sung disc – Puebla 
de los Angeles is to be found not in the Iberian Peninsula or 

Cadiz from which its settlers had originated, but in one of the 
32 components of federal Mexico.

Besides the fabulous singing of Patrick Allies’ Siglo de Oro, one 
gains immense pleasure from the deft contributions of the 
instrumentalists involved – resources not confined merely 
to the organ and bowed lower continuo-like provision but 
enhanced by the use of harp, percussion, dulcian and viol.

A single much appreciated extract from the Palestrina Missa 
O Admirabile commercium takes your reviewer back to Sir 
Malcolm Sargent’s programming of the associated motet in 
performances in the 1960s by the Royal Choral Society.

The vocal group consists of just four sopranos, two altos, two 
tenors and three basses.

If only one adjective was needed to describe the effect of the 
wondrous experience provided by this music-making it would 
surely be ‘enticing’. One is left wanting more from this deeply 
personal and heart-warming music-making.

The performances were recorded in the North London church 
of All Hallows, Gospel Oak, at the beginning of January last 
year, just a few short weeks prior to the onset of the pandemic. 
The recording engineers, the Delphian production team, the 
musicians – instrumental as well as vocal – and their clearly 
inspirational director are worthy of warm congratulations. 
Very highly recommended indeed.

Simon Lindley

GAUDETE
Choir of Bath Abbey
Huw Williams
Arr Williams Gaudete;  
Away in a manger; arr Willcocks O come, 
O come Emmanuel; Hark! the herald angels 
sing; O come, all ye faithful; Walford 
Davies The Lamb; Darke In the bleak  
mid-winter; arr Sargent Mary had a baby; arr Massey  
Long the night; arr Wilberg Ding! dong! merrily on high;  
Edwards No small wonder; Lauridsen O magnum mysterium; 
Gauntlett Once in royal David’s city; Massey Adam lay ybounden; 
arr Rutter Joy to the world; The Sans Day Carol; arr Edgar 
Pettman Away in a manger; Whitacre Lux aurumque;  
Stopford Lully, lulla, lullay; arr Preston I saw three ships;  
arr Ledger The Sussex Carol.
REGENT REGCD 555   TT 65:07

Well, unless it is the Christmas Oratorio, you don’t expect drums 
to be the first thing you hear on an Advent and Christmas 
recording! Introducing Huw Williams’ own arrangement of 
the Piae Cantiones melody Gaudete, this call to attention gets 
the disc off to an arresting start, the full-throated sound of the 
choir matching the energy of the music admirably.

Twenty-one tracks preclude comment on each individually, of 
course. Nine items are sung by full choir, nine by the girls with 
or without the lay clerks, while only three are sung by the boys 
and lay clerks. When the boys are as good as they are here, 
that seems a little unbalanced. 

A glance at the track list will reveal many favourites, and also 
some surprises: The Lamb not by Tavener, but by Walford 
Davies, the Normandy version of Away in a manger, and Adam 
lay ybounden not by Ord, but in a totally different, equally fine 
setting by Roy Massey.



‘A real gem... this stunning album’ Alexander Armstrong on Classicfm

‘Everything about this disc is distinguished, and it cannot be praised too highly.’
Early Music Review, August 2021’

REGENT RECORDS
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Available in the USA from the Organ Historical Society www.ohscatalog.org. 
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THREADS OF GOLD II
Music from the Golden Age
The Choir of York Minster
Benjamin Morris (organ)
directed by Robert Sharpe 

A second ‘Threads of Gold’ disc tracing the development of sacred
choral works from immediately before the reign of Queen Elizabeth I to
the early Jacobean period. There are Latin polyphonic motets, concise a
cappella anthems in both Latin and English, and elaborate verse anthems
with extensive solos and organ accompaniment.  

Ave Maria Parsons; If ye love me Tallis; Magnificat and Nunc dimittis octavi toni
Tallis;  See, see, the word is incarnate Gibbons; Sing joyfully Byrd; Behold, I bring you
glad tidings Gibbons; Almighty and everlasting God Gibbons; Behold, thou hast made
my days Gibbons; Praise the Lord, O my soul Tomkins; Ave verum corpus Byrd;
Justorum animae Byrd; We praise thee, O Father Gibbons; O God, the proud are
risen against me Tomkins; Almighty God, who by thy Son Gibbons; When David
heard Tomkins; Peccantem me quotidie Byrd 

REGCD558

J.S. BACH: 
THE ART OF FUGUE 
Canonic variations on Vom Himmel hoch

Margaret Phillips
plays the organ of St George’s,       Hanover Square

2-CD set

REGCD560

ALL THE WORLD
TONIGHT REJOICES
Contemporary Christmas music

The Choir of Truro Cathedral
directed by Christopher Gray
Andrew Wyatt (organ)

Continuing Margaret Phillips’ highly acclaimed series of Bach’s organ
works, she here performs The Art of Fugue (BWV 1080) and the Canonic
variations on Vom Himmol hoch, da komm ich her (BWV 769) on the
Richards, Fowkes organ of St George’s, Hanover Square.

Margaret Phillips will be marking this release with a launch recital on
Thursday 25 November at 6pm at St George’s, Hanover Square.

People, look east Peter Tranchell; Nowell sing we Gabriel Jackson; Once in Royal
David’s City arr. Philip Stopford; The bells of the city of God Alexander Campkin; I sing
of a maiden Julian Philips; While Mary slept Helena Paish; Organ solo: Variations on
‘Greensleeves’ David Briggs; Infant holy Becky McGlade; Coventry Carol Richard Allain;
The Magi’s Dream James Whitbourn; In the bleak midwinter Becky McGlade; There is
no rose Russell Pascoe; I sing of a maiden Neil Cox; Organ solo: The dawn of redeeming
grace Judith Bingham; All my heart this night rejoices Richard Shephard; I sing of a
maiden Russell Pascoe; Away in a manger arr. Gary Cole; Illuminare Jerusalem Judith
Weir; All the world tonight rejoices Sasha Johnson Manning
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Overall, it is a most pleasing collection to enrich one’s 
Christmas festivities. Under Huw Williams’ expert direction 
the performances are all very polished, although just 
occasionally (for example in Mary had a baby) the gentlemen 
sound under a little pressure. Choosing one highlight from 
the girls and lay clerks, I would select Long the night, a lovely 
setting of a Ukrainian tune by Roy Massey; it was new to me, and 
ravishingly beautiful, not least the extensive solo from Daisy 
Braidley. From the boys and lay clerks I especially enjoyed No 
small wonder, a sensitive and atmospheric work by the prolific 
Paul Edwards. And if I were to allow myself two contributions 
from the whole choir, they would be that wonderful setting of 
Gaudete at the very start, and Mack Wilberg’s ebullient setting 
of Ding dong! merrily on high, performed with all necessary 
energy and effervescence by the choir and by organist Shean 
Bowers, who also is excellent throughout. 

Christopher Barton
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