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Table	5.	Portamento	in	Byrd	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born	(The	English	Singers).	
Bar	 The	English	Singers	1924	(track	2)	
10	 B	“The	angels”	 00:34	
26-27	 B	“saying”	 01:25	
48	 A1	“Alleluia”	 02:36	
51	 S1	“Alleluia”	 02:49	
	
Table	6.	Tuning	variation	in	Byrd	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born	(The	English	Singers).	
Bar	 The	English	Singers	1924	(track	2)	
5	 All	“This”	 00:17	
7	 All	“appear”	 00:24	
18	 All	“This”	 01:00	
35	 All	“high”	 01:53	
52	 All	“Alleluia”	 02:51	
	

The	opening	tempo	averaged	c.70	minim	bpm.	This	stayed	relatively	consistent	throughout	the	

performance,	with	only	slight	variation.	From	the	end	of	bar	40	and	through	bar	41	it	slowed	

to	around	c.56	bpm,	leading	into	the	cadence.	For	the	“Alleluia”	section	(bars	42	to	46)	the	

dotted	semibreve	beat	sat	at	c.46	bpm.	It	returned	to	c.74	minim	bpm	from	bar	47,	only	

slowing	for	the	final	cadence	from	bar	51.	
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4.1.4	BYRD	THIS	DAY	CHRIST	WAS	BORN	(1927)	YORK	MINSTER	(TRACK	4)	
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Table	8.	Portamento	in	Byrd	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born	(York	Minster).	
Bar	 York	Minster	1927	(track	4)	
25	 S1	“saying”	

S2	“saying”	
01:31	
01:33	

26	 S1	“saying”	 01:34	
26-27	 B	“saying”	 01:38	
43-44	 B	“Alleluia”	 02:46	
47	 S1	“Alleluia”	 03:01	
48	 B	“Alleluia”	 03:08	
49	 B	“Alleluia”	 03:12	
50	 S2	“Alleluia”	 03:18	
51	 A1	“Alleluia”	 03:26	
51-52	 S1	“Alleluia”	 03:24	
	
Table	9.	Tuning	variation	in	Byrd	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born	(York	Minster).	
Bar	 York	Minster	1927	(track	4)	
35	 S2	“high”	 02:11	
38	 All	“glory”	 02:21	
40	 T	“on”	 02:29	
41	 All	“high”	 02:34	
42	 All	“high”	 02:37	
	

The	opening	tempo	sat	at	c.60	minim	bpm.	The	section	beginning	at	bar	42	(“Alleluia”)	

averaged	c.30	dotted	semibreve	bpm.	At	the	change	of	time	signature	at	bar	47	(“Alleluia”)	the	

tempo	averaged	c.45	minim	bpm.	

4.1.5	COMPARISON	BETWEEN	RECORDINGS	OF	AVE	VERUM	CORPUS	

Table	10	compares	the	performances	of	both	recordings	of	Byrd’s	Ave	Verum	Corpus	(tracks	1	

and	3).	A	third	column	shows	what	happens	in	the	repeated	“O	Dulcis”	section,	bars	42	–	56,	

which	is	only	performed	on	the	Westminster	Cathedral	recording.	Bar	numbers	for	the	

repeated	“O	Dulcis”	section	are	listed	in	brackets.	Entries	shaded	in	grey	represent	tuning	

variations,	while	non-shaded	entries	represent	portamenti.	

Table	10.	Comparison	of	Byrd	Ave	Verum	Corpus	recordings.	
Bar	 The	English	Singers	1924		

(track	1)	
Westminster	Cathedral	1929		

(track	3)	
1	 SATB	“Ave”	 00:01	 	 00:01	 	 	
2	 S	“verum”	 00:06	 B	“Ave	verum”	 00:07	 	 	
3	 T	“verum”	 00:10	 	 	 	 	
4	 B	“natum	de”	 00:20	 SATB	“corpus”	 00:15	 	 	
5	 SA	“Maria”	 00:22	 AB	“Maria”	 00:24	 	 	
9	 A	“immolatum”	 00:37	 A	“immolatum”	

B	“immolatum”	
00:38	
00:39	

	 	

11	 T	“in	cruce”	 00:44	 	 	 	 	
11-12	 	 	 B	“in	cruce”	 00:46	 	 	
12	 S	“cruce”	 00:46	 	 	 	 	
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B	“cruce”	
A	“in	cruce”	

00:46	
00:48	

13	 A	“homine”	 00:51	 B	“pro	homine”	 00:52	 	 	
17	 SATB	

“perforatum”	
01:04	 A	“unda”	 01:07	 	 	

18	 B	“unda”	 01:08	 	 	 	 	
19	 S	“fluxit”	 01:10	 S	“sanguine”	 01:13	 	 	
22	 B	“esto	nobis”	 01:22	 	 	 	 	
24	 T	

“praegustatum”	
01:28	 	 	 	 	

25	 B	“in	mortis”	 01:31	 B	“in	mortis”	 01:33	 	 	
26	 S	“examine”	 01:36	 B	“mortis	examine”	 01:37	 	 	
27	 A	“examine”	 01:38	 	 	 	 	
27-28	 S	“O	Dulcis”	 01:40	 	 	 	 	
28	 SATB	“dulcis”	 01:42	 	 	 	 	
29	 S	“O	pie”	 01:45	 	 	 	 	
29-30	
(44-
45)	

	 	 B	“O	pie”	 01:50	 B	“O	pie”	 02:48	

30	 A	“pie”	 01:49	 	 	 	 	
31	(46)	 	 	 A	“O	Jesu”	 01:56	 A	“O	Jesu”	 02:54	
34	(49)	 B	“Mariae”	

T	“Mariae”	
02:02	
02:03	

	
T	“Mariae”	

		
01:59	

	
T	“Mariae”	

	
03:04	

36	(51)	 B	“miserere”	
S	“miserere”	

02:11	
02:13	

	 	 B	“miserere”	 03:12	

37	(52)	 A	“miserere”	 02:16	 A	“miserere”	 02:15	 A	“miserere”	 03:17	
38	(53)	 B	“miserere”	

A	“miserere”	
02:19	
02:20	

B	“miserere”	 02:21	 B	“miserere”	 03:21	

39	(54)	 S	“miserere”	
A	“mei”	

02:23	
02:23	

	 	 A	“mei”	 03:23	

40	(55)	 SATB	
“mei”/”miserere
”	

02:30	 SA	“mei,	mei”	 02:30	 T	“mei,	
miserere”	

03:28	

41	(56)	 	 	 	 	 T	“miserere	
mei”	

03:33	

41-42		
(56-
57)	

A	“mei”	 02:36	 A	“mei”	 02:37	 A	“mei”	 03:36	

58	 B	“Amen”	
A	“Amen”	

02:42	
02:43	

	 	 B	“Amen”	
B	“Amen”	

03:42	
03:44	

59	 AT	“Amen”	 02:48	 	 	 AT	“Amen”	
SATB	“Amen”	

03:49	

	

Several	convergences	in	performing	style	occur	between	the	two	recordings.	These	can	be	

broken	down	into	two	categories:	(1)	exact	convergences,	in	which	the	same	type	of	musical	

event	(either	a	tuning	variation	or	portamento)	occurs	at	the	same	point	in	the	same	vocal	

part	between	the	two	recordings;	or	(2)	approximate	convergences,	in	which	a	musical	event	

occurs	at	the	same	point	between	the	two	recordings,	but	it	is	not	necessarily	the	same	type	of	

musical	event	or	performed	by	the	same	vocal	part.	Exact	convergences	occur	at	the	following	
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places:	alto	portamento	bar	5	(“Maria”);	alto	portamento	bar	9	(“immolatum”);	bass	

portamento	bar	25	(“in	mortis”);	bass	tuning	bar	36(51)	(“miserere”);	bass	portamento	bar	

38/53	(“miserere”);	alto	portamento	bar	39(54)	(“mei”);	alto	portamento	bar	41-42(56-57)	

(“mei”);	bass	tuning	bar	58	(“Amen”);	alto/tenor	portamento	bar	59	(“Amen”).	Approximate	

convergences	occur	at	the	following	places:	tenor	bar	34(49)	(“Mariae”);	alto	bar	37(52)	

(“miserere”).		

Table	10	also	shows	the	different	tempo	changes	between	the	two	recordings	by	comparing	

the	time	markings	given	for	each	bar.	It	is	clear	that	the	tempos	chosen	by	each	ensemble	are	

very	similar	throughout.	

In	terms	of	the	prevalence	of	portamento	and	tuning	variation	within	individual	vocal	parts,	

Table	11	shows	how	often	these	occurred	in	each	voice	part	and	pairing.	These	are	based	on	

individual	events	counted	across	both	recordings.	Percentages,	rounded	to	one	decimal	place,	

show	the	proportion	of	portamenti	and	tuning	variation	events	attributed	to	each	vocal	part,	

compared	to	the	total	number	of	recorded	events	across	both	recordings.	

Table	11.	Portamento	and	tuning	variation	events	in	Byrd	Ave	Verum	Corpus	recordings.	
Portamento	 %	 Tuning	Variation	 %	
Soprano	 3	 7.0%	 Soprano	 6	 23.1%	
Alto	 14	 32.6%	 Alto	 5	 19.2%	
Tenor	 5	 11.6%	 Tenor	 3	 11.5%	
Bass	 16	 37.2%	 Bass	 6	 23.1%	
	 	 	 	 	 	

Soprano/Alto	 2	 4.7%	 SATB	 6	 23.1%	
Alto/Tenor	 2	 4.7%	 	 	 	
Alto/Bass	 1	 2.3%	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	
Single	Voice	Total	 38	 88.4%	 Single	Voice	Total	 20	 76.9%	

	 	 	 	 	 	
TOTAL	 43	 	 TOTAL	 26	 	

	

An	initial	analysis	of	these	figures	would	suggest	that	both	tuning	variation	and	portamento	

are	related	to	solo	vocal	production,	as	38	out	of	the	43	(88.4%)	registered	portamenti	events	

were	performed	in	a	single	voice	part	at	a	time,	and	20	out	of	the	26	(76.9%)	registered	tuning	

variation	events	were	performed	in	a	single	voice	part	at	a	time.	Portamento	seems	more	

related	to	lower	voices,	as	when	a	single	voice	part	was	performing	a	portamento,	42.1%	of	

the	time	it	was	performed	by	a	bass,	and	36.8%	of	the	time	it	was	performed	by	an	alto.	In	

terms	of	tuning	variations	in	solo	voices,	this	was	less	clearly	related	to	a	particular	voice	type,	

as	23.1%	were	registered	in	the	soprano	and	bass	parts,	respectively,	and	19.2%	were	

registered	in	the	alto	part.	
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The	position	of	converging	events,	both	exact	and	approximate,	can	be	further	analysed	

according	to	where	they	fall	in	relation	to	the	phrase	and	in	terms	of	the	meaning	of	the	

words.	The	convergences	identified	above	are	shown	in	Table	12	in	bold.	Other	uses	of	

portamento	or	tuning	variation	that	did	not	converge	between	the	two	recordings	are	shown	

as	italicised	text.	

Table	12.	Textual	position	of	converging	events	in	Byrd	Ave	Verum	Corpus	recordings.	
Latin	Phrase	 Literal	Translation	
Ave	verum	corpus,	 Hail	true	body,	
natum	de	Maria	Virgine	 born	of	Mary	the	Virgin	
vere	passum,	 truly	stretched	(suffered),	
immolatum	 sacrificed	
in	cruce	pro	homine:	 on	the	cross	for	mankind:	
Cujus	latus	perforatum,	 The	side	pierced	
unda	fluxit	sanguine,	sanguine.	 water	flowed	with	blood,	blood	
Esto	nobis	praegustatum	 Be	for	us	a	foretaste	
in	mortis	examine:	 of	death’s	examination	(trial):	
O	Dulcis!	 O	sweet!	
O	pie!	 O	pious!	
O	Jesu	fili	Mariae,	 O	Jesus	son	of	Mary,	
miserere	mei,	 have	mercy	on	me,	
miserere	mei,	mei.	 have	mercy	on	me,	me.	
Amen.	 Amen.	
	

Looking	at	the	recordings	in	this	manner	shows	that	the	majority	of	the	text	is	treated	with	

either	a	portamento	or	tuning	variation.	Of	the	eight	exact	convergences	and	two	approximate	

convergences,	the	majority	fall	at	the	beginning	of	phrases,	with	the	exception	being	the	two	

statements	of	the	word	“Maria”.	The	use	of	tuning	variation	and	portamenti	can	also	be	

interpreted	as	marking	emotional	points	in	the	text,	as	the	convergences	cover	the	notions	of	

suffering,	death,	and	mercy.	Marking	the	word	“Maria”	could	also	be	seen	as	emphasising	the	

role	of	Mary	within	Catholic	theology,	a	key	differentiator	between	Catholicism	and	

Protestantism.	

4.1.6	COMPARISON	BETWEEN	RECORDINGS	OF	THIS	DAY	CHRIST	WAS	BORN	

Table	13	compares	the	performances	of	both	recordings	of	Byrd’s	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born	

(tracks	2	and	4).	Entries	shaded	in	grey	represent	tuning	variations,	while	non-shaded	entries	

represent	portamenti.		
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Table	13.	Comparison	of	Byrd	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born	recordings.	
Bar	 The	English	Singers	1924	

(track	2)	
York	Minster	1927	

(track	4)	
1	 	 00:01	 	 00:01	
5	 All	“This”	 00:17	 	 	
7	 All	“appear”	 00:24	 	 	
10	 B	“The	angels”	 00:34	 	 	
18	 All	“This”	 01:00	 	 	
25	 	 	 S1	“saying”	

S2	“saying”	
01:31	
01:33	

26	 	 	 S1	“saying”	 01:34	
26-27	 B	“saying”	 01:25	 B	“saying”	 01:38	
35	 All	“high”	 01:53	 S2	“high”	 02:11	
38	 	 	 All	“glory”	 02:21	
40	 	 	 T	“on”	 02:29	
41	 	 	 All	“high”	 02:34	
42	 	 	 All	“high”	 02:37	
43-44	 	 	 B	“Alleluia”	 02:46	
47	 	 	 S1	“Alleluia”	 03:01	
48	 A1	“Alleluia”	 02:36	 B	“Alleluia”	 03:08	
49	 	 	 B	“Alleluia”	 03:12	
50	 	 	 S2	“Alleluia”	 03:18	
51	 S1	“Alleluia”	 02:49	 A1	“Alleluia”	 03:26	
51-52	 	 	 S1	“Alleluia”	 03:24	
52	 All	“Alleluia”	 02:51	 	 	
	

From	the	above	list,	it	is	clear	that	there	are	few	convergences	in	performing	style	between	

the	two	recordings.	An	exact	convergence	only	occurs	in	two	places:	the	bass	portamento	at	

bar	26-27	(“saying”);	and	the	tuning	variation	in	the	second	soprano	part	at	bar	35	(“high”).		

Table	13	also	shows	the	different	tempo	changes	between	the	two	recordings	by	comparing	

the	time	markings	given	for	each	bar.	It	is	clear	that	each	ensemble	has	chosen	vastly	different	

tempos.	

In	terms	of	the	prevalence	of	portamento	and	tuning	variation	within	individual	vocal	parts,	

Table	14	shows	how	often	these	occurred	in	each	voice	part	and	pairing.	These	are	based	on	

individual	events	counted	across	both	recordings.	Numbers	have	been	combined	for	voice	

parts	and	therefore	do	not	reflect	the	distinction	between	soprano	one	and	soprano	two,	etc.	

Percentages,	rounded	to	one	decimal	place,	show	the	proportion	of	portamenti	and	tuning	

variation	events	attributed	to	each	vocal	part,	compared	to	the	total	number	of	events	

recorded	across	both	recordings.	

	 	



	94	

Table	14.	Portamento	and	tuning	variation	events	in	Byrd	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born	recordings.	

Portamento	 %	 Tuning	Variation	 %	
Soprano	 7	 46.7%	 Soprano	 1	 10.0%	
Alto	 2	 13.3%	 Alto	 0	 0.0%	
Tenor	 0	 0.0%	 Tenor	 1	 10.0%	
Bass	 6	 40.0%	 Bass	 0	 0.0%	
	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 SATB	 8	 80.0%	
	 	 	 	 	 	

Single	Voice	Total	 15	 100%	 Single	Voice	Total	 2	 20.0%	
	 	 	 	 	 	

TOTAL	 15	 	 TOTAL	 10	 	
	

An	initial	analysis	suggests	some	difference	to	the	Ave	Verum	recordings.	Here	the	majority	of	

tuning	variation	events	occurred	over	the	entire	ensemble	(80%),	as	opposed	to	single	voices	

in	the	Ave	Verum.	Where	a	single	voice	part	was	performing	a	portamento	it	was	most	likely	to	

be	done	by	an	outer	part.	Portamenti	were	performed	46.7%	of	the	time	by	a	soprano,	and	

40.0%	of	the	time	by	a	bass.	These	differences	may	be	due	to	the	greater	amount	of	

polyphony	in	the	composition.	

The	position	of	the	convergences,	both	exact	and	approximate,	can	be	further	analysed	as	to	

where	they	fall	in	relation	to	the	phrase.	The	convergences	identified	above	are	shown	in	

Table	15	in	bold.	Other	uses	of	portamento	or	tuning	variation	that	did	not	converge	between	

the	two	recordings	are	shown	as	italicised	text.		

Table	15.	Textual	position	of	converging	events	in	Byrd	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born	recordings.	
Phrases	
This	day	Christ	was	born,		
Christ	was	born,	
Christ	was	born,	
This	day	our	Saviour	did	appear,	
This	day	the	Angels	sing	in	earth,	
This	day	the	Angels	sing	in	earth,	
The	Archangels	are	glad,	are	glad,	
The	Archangels	are	glad,	are	glad,	
The	Archangels	are	glad,	are	glad.	
This	day	the	just	rejoice,	rejoice,	
This	day	the	just	rejoice,	the	just	rejoice,	rejoice	
saying,	saying,	
Glory	be	to	God	on	high	
Glory	be	to	God	on	high,	
to	God	on	high,	
Glory	be	to	God	on	high,	on	high.	
Alleluia.	
Alleluia.	
Alleluia.	
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Alleluia.	
Alleluia.	
Alleluia.	
Alleluia.	
Alleluia.	
	

The	two	convergent	uses	of	portamento/tuning	variation	fall	at	the	ends	of	phrases.	In	the	

eleven	bars	of	the	“Alleluia”	section	(bars	42	to	52),	eight	of	those	bars	registered	portamento	

or	tuning	variation	events	(3	bars	registered	in	track	2;	7	bars	registered	in	track	4;	with	2	bars	

featuring	portamento/tuning	variation	in	both	recordings).	Ten	bars	out	of	the	preceding	41	

bars	registered	portamento	or	tuning	events	(6	bars	registered	in	track	2;	7	bars	registered	in	

track	4;	with	3	bars	featuring	portamento/tuning	variation	in	both	recordings).		

4.1.7	CONCLUSIONS	

After	synthesising	the	results	of	the	analysis	of	these	four	recordings,	it	is	possible	to	begin	to	

draw	some	general	conclusions	regarding	the	performing	style	of	English	choirs	performing	

Tudor	choral	music	in	the	1920s.	Firstly,	a	level	of	portamento	is	evident	within	the	choral	

performances,	just	as	it	has	been	reported	within	solo	vocal	performances	of	the	same	

chronological	period.182	Across	all	the	recordings,	portamenti	are	particularly	evident	in	the	

bass	part,	making	up	approximately	42%	of	the	events	recorded	within	each	pair	of	recordings	

of	the	same	repertoire.	The	second	most	frequently	observed	part	in	terms	of	portamento	was	

the	soprano	in	“This	Day	Christ	Was	Born”	and	the	alto	in	“Ave	Verum	Corpus”.	In	relation	to	

individual	phrases,	portamento	was	more	prevalent	at	the	beginnings	and	ends	of	phrases	

than	in	the	middle,	suggesting	that	its	use	was	connected	to	the	control	of	the	ensemble	at	

those	points.	Tuning	variation	was	evenly	spread	between	the	parts	across	all	the	recordings,	

suggesting	that	it	was	not	being	used	as	a	means	of	artistic	interpretation.		

4.2	PERIOD	REVIEWS	

The	following	quotations	were	selected	as	the	outcome	of	the	review	of	journals	according	to	

the	alternate	approach	using	keyword	searches,	as	outlined	above.	These	were	selected	as	

both	being	the	most	relevant	to	the	recordings	(either	being	the	direct	review	of	the	recording	

when	it	was	first	released,	or	being	a	review	of	a	live	performance	given	by	the	same	ensemble	

in	the	same	year)	and	for	having	great	potential	as	the	starting	point	for	interview	responses,	

																																																													
182	John	Potter,	'Beggar	at	the	Door:	The	Rise	and	Fall	of	Portamento	in	Singing',	and	Renee	Timmers,	
'Vocal	Expression	in	Recorded	Performances	of	Schubert	Songs'.	
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as	it	was	known	during	the	journal	analysis	stage	that	these	quotes	would	play	an	important	

role	in	the	interviews.	

Quote	1183	

The	singers	in	the	choral	records	are,	of	course,	The	English	Singers.	Individual	

criticism	is	out	of	place	in	discussing	an	ensemble,	but	I	feel	I	must	pay	tribute	

to	the	women	singers.	The	purity	of	their	tone	and	the	ease	with	which	they	

attack	and	sustain	high	notes,	are	a	real	refreshment.	I	got	more	joy	from	the	

top	parts	of	these	choral	records	than	from	lots	of	performances	by	the	

numerous	queens	of	song.	These	choral	records	are	fine	examples	of	the	

possibilities	of	individuality	in	team	work.	The	singers	are	extraordinarily	free,	

yet	the	ensemble	is	about	as	near	perfection	as	possible.	There	is	one	small	

blemish	in	the	matter	of	blend;	I	feel	that	more	real	bass	quality	is	needed	at	

the	bottom.	I	was	not	conscious	of	this	defect	when	listening	to	the	party	at	

first	hand	some	months	ago,	so	it	is	evidently	a	matter	of	recording.	

Quote	2184	

Among	the	audience	were	to	be	noticed	leading	members	of	society	and	

representatives	of	the	intellectual	world,	all	of	whom	enjoyed	not	only	the	

singing,	marked	for	its	perfect	unanimity	of	nuance	and	interpretation,	but	also	

the	madrigals,	motets,	ballets,	and	duets	by	Byrd,	Purcell,	and	Weelkes,	as	well	

as	the	British	and	Irish	songs,	in	which	a	revival	of	a	literature	almost	unknown	

to	those	present	was	brought	to	their	notice.	

Quote	3185	

The	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	is	also	recorded,	and	inevitably	one	makes	

comparisons.	I	can't	say	good	things	about	the	music	of	the	Benediction	service	

-	very	ordinary	hymn-tunes	and	a	dullish	Motet	by	Eslava186.	A	couple	of	Byrd	

																																																													
183	Discus,	'Gramophone	Notes',	The	Musical	Times,	64/966/8	(August	1923),	p562.	
184	Adolf	Weissmann,	'Musical	Notes	from	Abroad:	Germany',	The	Musical	Times,	64:963:5	(May	1923),	
p362.	
185	Discus,	'Gramophone	Notes',	The	Musical	Times,	70:1035:5	(May	1929),	p423-4.	
186	While	this	quote	seems	somewhat	dismissive	of	the	music	of	Eslava,	it	is	interesting	to	note	that	
Miguel	Hilarión	Elsava	was	in	fact	performing	the	music	of	Victoria	and	Guerrero	in	Madrid	from	his	own	
editions	in	the	1860s.	This	music	was	brought	to	Australia	by	the	Spanish	monks	who	built	the	
monastery	of	New	Norcia	and	developed	its	musical	traditions,	many	of	whom	trained	at	Santa	Maria	de	
Montserrat	in	Spain,	which	represents	the	closest	to	an	unbroken	tradition	within	Spanish	choral	music.	
I	sang	on	a	recording	of	Motets	of	Spanish	Renaissance	composers,	recorded	by	The	Winthrop	Singers	of	
The	University	of	Western	Australia	in	2007,	using	modern	performing	editions	made	by	Andrew	Cichy	
based	on	those	of	Elsava.	
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Motets	are	a	better	test.	The	'	Ave	Regina'	opens	far	too	jerkily	by	the	trebles,	

and	I	feel	that	the	pace	throughout	is	too	quick.	The	fine	'Ave	Verum'	is	better	

in	every	way	deeply	expressive,	and	with	the	right	note	of	urgency	in	the	

climaxes.	The	poignant	discords	-	where	Byrd	writes	F	sharp	against	F	natural	

and	again	B	flat	against	B	natural	-	seem	to	be	toned	down	somewhat,	but	

that	may	be	a	matter	of	recording.	There	are	excellent	men's	voices	in	this	

choir,	especially	in	the	bass	department,	but	I	very	much	prefer	the	Abbey	boys.	

The	Cathedral	treble	tone	is	too	hooty,	and	even	'	Amen	'	comes	out	as	

'Oomoo’.	

Quote	4187	

Byrd’s	‘Great	Service’	has	lately	been	sung	twice	at	York	Minster	–	an	ideal	

building	for	such	music.	The	performance,	under	Dr.	Bairstow,	was	notable	for	

its	rhythmic	life	and	its	expressive	–	even	dramatic	–	quality.	

These	quotes	touch	on	several	key	concepts	to	do	with	different	approaches	choral	directors	

may	take	to	choral	music,	particularly	early	choral	music.	These	include:	the	notion	of	purity	of	

sound,	which	extends	not	only	to	the	amount	of	vibrato	used,	but	also	whether	voices	should	

exhibit	an	ethereal	and/or	disembodied	quality,	as	opposed	to	sharing	more	of	the	embodied	

characteristics	found	in	each	gender’s	mature	speaking	voice	(e.g.	should	women	sound	like	

boys	or	like	mature	women?);	the	attack	of	the	notes	and	the	relative	perception	of	accuracy	

of	pitch;	the	importance	of	rhythm	within	a	choral	piece,	and	how	much	it	should	be	

emphasised	at	the	expense	of	line;	the	role	of	individuality	within	an	ensemble,	and	how	much	

freedom	individual	singers	should	take	while	still	operating	within	an	ensemble,	particularly	in	

relation	to	the	size	of	the	ensemble	(i.e.	different	levels	of	freedom	may	be	required	from	a	

singer	in	a	one-per-part	ensemble	as	opposed	to	a	singer	in	a	three-per-part	ensemble);	in	

contrast	to	a	perceived	freedom,	there	are	comments	about	unanimity	of	interpretation	across	

an	ensemble;	different	conceptions	of	blend,	with	particular	focus	on	the	ideal	relative	

strength	between	the	soprano	and	bass	parts;	the	importance	of	performing	unknown	works,	

such	as	first	modern	performances,	within	a	concert	and	how	much	emphasis	should	be	placed	

on	them	when	constructing	a	programme;	emotional	expressivity	and	drama	in	a	

performance,	and	how	explicitly	that	should	be	portrayed	to	the	audience,	if	at	all.	These	

issues	represent	the	framework	of	themes	that	defined	the	conduct	of	preparations	for	the	

second	research	stage:	the	interviews.	 	

																																																													
187	Anonymous,	'Church	and	Organ	Music',	The	Musical	Times,	66:990:8	(August	1925),	p729.	
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5	INTERVIEWS	

As	outlined	in	Chapter	3,	interviews	were	conducted	with	high	profile	present	day	English	

performers	within	the	field	of	early	choral	music.	Drawing	on	material	developed	in	the	first	

stage,	interviewees	were	asked	to	listen	to	the	recordings	from	the	1920s,	as	well	as	being	

presented	with	the	contemporaneous	reviews.	The	purpose	of	doing	this	was	to	create	an	

intergenerational	dialogue	between	the	early	performances	and	the	current	day	performers,	

providing	the	perfect	opportunity	to	discuss	changing	style.	The	performers	who	agreed	to	

take	part	in	this	research	were	Christopher	Page,	David	Skinner,	Edward	Wickham,	Stephen	

Layton,	Harry	Christophers,	Robert	Hollingworth,	John	Potter,	Peter	Phillips	and	James	

O’Donnell	(for	interviewee	biographies	see	Appendix	D).	In	this	chapter,	the	responses	of	

interviewees	are	grouped	thematically	within	the	broad	sections	of	the	interview	schedule.	

According	to	phenomenological	analysis,188	the	emphasis	is	on	letting	the	interviewees	speak	

for	themselves,	thereby	retaining	the	nuances	of	their	responses,	which	represent	a	wide	

spectrum	of	opinions.	The	interview	schedule	is	available	in	Appendix	E,	with	the	complete	

transcription	of	each	interview	available	in	the	Appendices	F	to	N.	Throughout	this	chapter,	

any	interjections	made	by	the	interviewer	are	shown	in	bold	within	the	quoted	text.	

5.1	BIOGRAPHICAL	INFORMATION	

Over	the	first	three	questions	of	the	interview	schedule	(question	1.1	to	1.3)	two	major	

themes	emerged:	1)	the	importance	of	boy	chorister	training;	2)	learning	by	doing;	and	3)	the	

pervasiveness	of	early	choral	music	throughout	English	musical	life.	Exemplifying	the	first	

theme,	when	asked,	“Could	you	please	tell	me	how	you	first	came	to	be	involved	in	choral	

music?”	(question	1.1)	Stephen	Layton	immediately	referred	to	his	chorister	training	as	his	key	

introduction	to	choral	music:	

I	began	to	sing	as	a	choirboy	at	the	age	of	nine	in	Winchester	Cathedral	in	

Southern	England,	where	I	spent	four	years,	from	1976-1980,	singing	most	

days	for	cathedral	services.	

Edward	Wickham	made	a	similar	reference	to	his	early	chorister	days:	

As	a	child,	probably	when	I	was	about	five	or	six,	at	a	parish	church	choir	in	

Southampton	where	I	was	born	and	brought	up.	My	elder	brothers	were	both	

																																																													
188	For	a	discussion	of	phenomenological	analysis,	see	Amedeo	Giorgi,	“The	Theory,	Practice,	and	
Evaluation	of	the	Phenomenological	Method	as	a	Qualitative	Research	Procedure”.	



	100	

trebles	in	the	choir.	So,	I	started	then.	After	a	couple	of	years,	I	went	to	be	a	

chorister	at	St.	George’s	Chapel,	Windsor.	I	was	there	for	five	years	as	a	

boarder	and	did	all	the	things	that,	you	know,	a	chorister	does.	I	was	choral	

scholar	at	Christ	Church,	Oxford,	from	’87	to	’90	and	continued	from	there	on.	

Robert	Hollingworth	recalled	following	in	his	brothers’	footsteps	to	become	a	chorister:	

We	moved	from	Surrey	to	Hereford	when	I	was	six.	I	have	two	brothers.	I'm	the	

middle	of	three	boys.	My	elder	brother	joined	the	Hereford	Cathedral	Choir	

when	he	was	nine	or	so.	I	followed	when	I	was	nine	and	my	younger	brother	as	

well,	so	all	three.	

Similar	to	Robert	Hollingworth,	John	Potter	related	singing	as	a	boy	chorister	as	a	family	

activity:	

Well,	I’ve	done	it	since	my	father	was	an	organist	at	the	local	village	church,	so	

I’ve	done	it	from	about	the	age	of	seven.	Non-stop.	

Harry	Christophers	described	his	experience	as	a	boy	chorister	at	Canterbury	Cathedral.	He	

also	made	reference	to	a	larger	assumption	that	this	was	an	experience	he	shared	with	all	the	

major	English	choral	conductors:	

When	I	was	a	chorister	at	Canterbury	Cathedral,	that	was	my	first	introduction.	

Allan	Wicks	was	the	organist	and	choirmaster	there.	So	that	was	the	first	

introduction.	I’d	never	come	across	any	of	this	music	before.	Being	at	

Canterbury	Cathedral,	there	was	a	wide	range	of	music,	quite	a	lot	of	

Renaissance	stuff.	Although	Allan	Wicks	always	said	that	he	didn’t	really	

understand	it	but	loved	it.	He	was	a	great	musician	so	there	was	never	any	

problem.	He	also	did	a	lot	of	contemporary	music	and	that	was	quite	radical	in	

those	days	for	Anglican	Cathedral	establishments.	Then	I	went	on	to	senior	

school	and	my	music	carried	on	but	I	was	more	of	a	clarinettist.	Then	I	went	to	

Magdalen	Oxford,	which	was	where	I	really	got	interested	in	and	did	so	much	

earlier	music.	So	that’s	really	how	it	all	happened.	I’m	very	lucky.	But	I’m	

typical	–	a	lot	of	people	from	England	and	the	UK	who	are	in	this	world,	being	a	

chorister	at	the	Cathedral,	going	to	Oxford,	Cambridge,	it’s	exactly	the	same	as	

John	Eliot	Gardiner,	Roger	Norrington,	Andrew	Parrott	and	these	sort	of	

people.	

Also	supporting	this	assumption	that	chorister	training	is	the	prevailing	experience	amongst	all	

English	choral	conductors,	some	of	the	interviewees	noted	that	they	considered	it	unusual	for	
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them	to	not	have	gone	down	that	path,	seeing	themselves	as	the	exception	that	proved	the	

rule.	James	O’Donnell	did	not	sing	in	a	cathedral	choir,	but	he	described	his	experience	in	a	

local	boys’	choir	as	being	of	equal	value:	

I	sang	as	a	child	when	I	was	at	school,	a	boy	treble.	I	joined	a	good	boys’	choir	

which	was	a	local	choir	made	up	of	auditioned	children	from	the	area,	in	a	

place	called	Southend,	Essex,	quite	near	where	I	lived.	It	was	quite	a	recently	

established	choir,	but	it	did	interesting	things.	We	prepared	the	treble	parts	for	

Mahler’s	3rd	Symphony	and	the	8th	Symphony	and	Carmina	Burana	by	Orff,	

things	like	that.	We	sang	a	wide	variety	of	music,	all	performed	from	memory;	

rehearsed	with	the	music	but	sung	without	it.	It	was	quite	rigorously	

rehearsed.	It	was	supposed	to	be	a	disciplinarian	outfit	and	it	was	a	very	good	

musical	training.	I	did	lots	of	interesting	works,	like	Britten’s	Golden	Vanity	and	

Missa	Brevis,	which	was	one	of	my	favourite	pieces	when	I	was	a	boy	treble.	It	

introduced	me	to	the	whole	world	of	singing	in	a	choir	at	a	very	high	level.	I	

didn’t	sing	in	a	cathedral	choir	or	a	church	choir	exactly,	but	this	was	my	kind	

of	chorister	training.	

Peter	Phillips	also	described	missing	the	boy	chorister	experience,	but	making	up	for	it	by	

singing	in	his	secondary	school	chapel	choir:	

I	missed	out	completely	on	the	cathedral	chorister	stage.	My	parents	didn’t	

think	of	it.	When	I	got	to	Winchester	College,	where	I	went	at	13,	I	was	

involved	in	a	chapel	choir	that	was	really	good	-	with	boys.	They	had	their	own	

choir	school,	and	they	still	do.	I	sang	tenor.	I	remember	the	piece	that	set	me	

off	was	Gibbons’s	O	Clap	Your	Hands.	That	changed	my	life.	

David	Skinner,	who	grew	up	in	America,	described	a	similar	experience	to	Peter	Phillips,	in	that	

he	only	started	to	sing	choral	music	in	high	school:	

I	was	always	very	musical	and	I	think	I	knew	from	the	age	of	5	that	music	was	

going	to	be	a	part	of	my	life.	I	actually	wanted	to	be	a	rock	star.	I	played	the	

guitar	for	many	years,	had	my	own	band,	but	then	I	got	interested	in	classical	

music	and	classical	guitar.	That’s	when	I	was	about	15.	Then	at	school	I	joined	

a	madrigal	group	and	it	was	very	new	to	me.	I	was	just	very	much	struck	by	the	

tuning	and	sonority	of	that	group,	and	I	was	hooked	ever	since.	

Christopher	Page	described	a	completely	different	introduction	to	choral	music,	which	started	

with	a	much	a	more	general	fascination	with	medieval	life	and	instrumental	music.	This	was	



	102	

again	paired	with	an	awareness	that	this	is	not	the	usual	way	for	choral	conductors	to	be	

introduced	to	choral	music:	

I	didn’t	begin	with	choral	music.	I	began	generally	with	medieval	music.	It	

really	started	when	I	was	a	schoolboy.	The	day	when	I	first	heard	Chaucer’s	

poetry	read	in	the	original	was	also	the	day	I	first	heard	a	recording	by	Musica	

Reservata,	which	was	an	ensemble	from	which	David	Munrow’s	group	came,	a	

very	formative	group.	Reservata	was	playing	in	the	‘60s	and	I	listened	to	some	

of	their	recordings.	I	was	drawn	to	the	middle	ages	by	my	ear	and	I	always	

have	been.	At	first	I	was	really	very	much	interested	in	medieval	music	very	

broadly.	I’ve	always	been	an	instrumentalist	so	I	was	very	interested	in	the	

instruments.	A	lot	of	my	early	publications,	in	the	‘70s	for	example,	were	in	the	

Galpin	Society	Journal,	which	is	an	organological	journal.	Instruments	have	

always	been	a	great	interest	of	mine.	I	was	never	a	chorister	or	anything	like	

that,	unlike	most	of	the	people	I	worked	with.	

The	second	theme	that	emerged	in	this	first	section	of	the	interview	schedule	was	the	idea	of	

learning	the	skill	of	conducting	by	doing	it,	as	opposed	to	receiving	a	formal	training	in	choral	

conducting.189	When	asked,	“What	moved	you	to	be	involved	in	choral	direction	in	particular?”	

(question	1.2)	many	of	the	interviewees	described	a	‘baptism	of	fire’	experience.	James	

O’Donnell	described	being	suddenly	put	in	charge	of	a	choir	at	university:	

I	was	next	involved	in	choral	music	as	an	organ	scholar	of	a	college	at	

Cambridge.	I	was	at	Jesus	College,	where	I	found	myself	the	director	of	the	

choir	from	my	second	year	onwards,	and	organist	in	the	first	year.	So,	sort	of	a	

baptism	by	fire	then?	It	was	a	bit.	I	think	I	was	probably	nineteen	when	I	took	

over	the	choir.	Jesus	College,	is	the	only	Cambridge	college	other	than	the	two	

main	choral	colleges,	King’s	and	John’s	Colleges,	which	still	has	a	boys’	choir.	

It's	a	pretty	well	established	tradition.	Many	of	the	colleges	had	a	boys’	choir	in	

their	chapels,	but	for	one	reason	or	another,	over	the	years	they	lost	them	or	

they	dropped	them.	Jesus	College	kept	it.	The	boys	came	from	local	schools	and	

they	used	to	sing	in	three	choral	services	a	week.	So	in	term	time,	two	full	

choral	evensongs	and	one	slightly	more	congregational	evensong,	where	we	

chanted	the	canticles	and	sang	an	anthem	and	responses	with	the	

																																																													
189	It	is	worth	noting	that	in	the	UK	there	was	no	formal	training	in	choral	directing	parallel	to	the	
American	model	until	the	late	1980s/early	1990s,	with	the	introduction	of	the	first	Masters	course	at	
the	then	Roehampton	Institute.	This	was	after	the	time	many	of	the	interviewees	had	established	
themselves	as	choral	conductors.	
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congregation.	It	was	quite	a	full-on	training.	The	boys	came	in	twice	a	week	for	

additional	rehearsals.	The	organ	scholar’s	job	was	to	recruit	and	audition	the	

boys,	train	them	and	train	the	choir,	also	recruit	the	men	of	the	choir.	There	

were	no	choral	scholarships	or	anything	like	that,	so	it	was	all	done	on	a	

voluntary	basis.	It	was	quite	a	big	job	to	do	when	you	are	also	trying	to	get	a	

degree.	Nowadays	in	the	college	there's	a	director	of	music	and	it’s	run	in	a	

much	more	professional	way.	In	those	days	it	was	really	quite	a	tall	order	for	a	

young	chap,	but	it	was	excellent	experience,	sometimes	in	a	rather	horrifying	

way!	It	was	a	big	responsibility	to	put	on	somebody’s	shoulders	without	much	

backup,	to	be	perfectly	honest.	I	think,	in	terms	of	how	we	now	deal	with	

children's	choirs,	there	are	lots	of	things	that	we	wouldn't	now	do,	such	as	

what	we	would	now	regards	as	a	lack	of	supervision	for	them	on	their	breaks	

and	things	like	that.	Now	it's	very,	very	well	run.	But	it	was	a	very	good	training	

for	me.	

Peter	Phillips	talked	of	forming	his	own	group	to	enter	into	high	school	competitions:	

I	formed	a	little	group,	and	we	went	into	an	inter-house	competition	at	school.	

I	suppose	I	just	wanted	to	explore	more	of	the	music	that	by	this	time	had	got	

into	my	brain,	which	was	this	Gibbons	piece.	The	first	thing	I	ever	conducted	

was	Victoria’s	O	Magnum	Mysterium.	

Robert	Hollingworth	set	up	his	own	ensemble	at	a	similar	age	to	Peter	Phillips:	

I	left	the	choir	when	I	was	14,	when	my	voice	broke.	By	the	time	I	was	16	I	was	

back	in	it	singing	as	a	bass	at	weekends,	and	at	the	same	time	I	set	up	my	own	

four-part	group,	very	much	inspired	by	the	King’s	Singers,	as	most	people	in	my	

generation	were.	

Edward	Wickham	described	forming	his	own	group	at	university:	

I	did	that	really	at	university.	There	were	a	few	things	that	I	was	quite	

interested	in	repertorially,	which	we	weren’t	doing	in	the	cathedral	choir.	So	I	

got	a	bunch	of	singers	together	and	we	did	that	and	that	was	actually	the	first	

time	that	we	called,	I	called	a	group	"The	Clerks"	or	The	Clerks’	Group.	So	it	

was	more	learning	on	the	job	rather	than	a	particular…	Very	much	so	and	

learning	from	people	you	work	with.	

Christopher	Page	described	forming	his	own	group	when	the	BBC	offered	him	an	opportunity:	
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I	had	a	particular	idea.	I	directed	a	number	of	student	groups	with	lots	of	

instruments	in	the	early	‘70s.	There	was	a	big	thing	called	the	York	Early	Music	

Festival	in	1977,	which	I	think	was	a	very	seminal	occasion.	It’s	where	Andrew	

Parrott	first	did	the	Machaut	Mass	at	low	pitch,	and	I	had	a	group	in	that.	I	

think	I	wanted	to	experiment	with	the	whole	business	of	just	singing	a	lot	of	

medieval	music	without	any	instruments,	and	it	was	the	BBC	that	offered	me	

the	opportunity	to	do	a	couple	of	programmes.	There	was	no	one	else	to	direct	

it	so	I	just	did	it.	I	chose	the	people	that	I	wanted	to	have,	people	like	Margaret	

Philpot,	and	Rogers	Covey-Crump,	a	band	called	the	Medieval	Ensemble	of	

London.	I	had	to	learn	it	all	on	the	job.	With	virtually	everything	I’ve	ever	done	

in	my	life	I’ve	been	completely	self-taught.	I	don’t	really	feel	like	I’ve	had	a	

lesson	in	anything.		

The	inherent	desire	to	direct,	which	led	some	interviewees	to	immediately	form	their	own	

group	and	learn	by	doing,	took	a	longer	time	to	manifest	in	David	Skinner.	While	he	always	had	

that	desire,	he	described	being	involved	with	other	groups,	but	having	to	wait	until	he	was	

completely	in	control	of	his	own	ensembles:	

I	was	a	choral	scholar	at	Christ	Church	Oxford	and	it	was	there	that	I	formed	

The	Cardinall’s	Musick	with	Andrew	Carwood.	He	was	very	much	the	natural	

director	and	I	was	the	musicologist.	Although	there	was	always	something	in	

me	that	wanted	to	direct.	I	used	to	have	my	own	sextet	at	college,	six	of	us	à	la	

King	Singers.	So	I	had	experience	there.	With	the	Cardinall’s	Musick	it	was	a	

very	strange	arrangement	where	there	are	two	directors	always	listed	on	the	

records,	certainly	the	first	8	volumes	of	the	Byrd	or	the	Fayrfax	and	Ludford.	I	

suppose	I	always	yearned	to	have	my	own	group.	When	I	moved	to	Magdalen	

to	lecture	after	Christ	Church,	this	would	have	been	in	2001,	Bill	Ives,	who	was	

the	director	of	music	there,	was	very	kind	to	allow	me	to	set	up	my	own	mixed	

voice	choir.	We	called	it	Magdala	and	it	was	a	very	successful	amateur	group.	

There	were	a	number	of	semi	pro	singers	around	in	Oxford	in	those	days	

anyway,	so	we	had	a	really	fine	back	row.	There	wasn’t	really	much	going	on	in	

Oxford	in	those	days,	apart	from	Queens.	It	was	very	popular	and	we	toured.	

We	made	lots	of	recordings	and	it	was	going	from	Magdalen	to	here	where	I	

set	up	my	own	foundation	at	Sidney.	In	the	interim,	2005,	I	decided	to	found	

Alamire.	I	knew	it	was	something	that	was	going	to	happen	but	2005	was	just	

the	right	year.	I	got	together	all	my	favourite	singers	and	friends	and	we	just	

started,	and	now	it’s	really	taken	off,	especially	with	our	new	agency.	I	suppose	
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I	cut	my	teeth	conducting	when	I	was	a	teenager	running	my	own	groups,	but	

Magdala	was	a	real	learning	experience	for	me	in	terms	of	mastering	gestures	

and	having	ideas.	Andrew	Carwood	was	very	much	an	influence	in	those	years	

in	The	Cardinall’s	Musick.	Now	I	just	very	much	enjoy	the	duality	of	having	a	

collegiate	choir	and	a	professional	choir,	‘cause	I	learn	so	much	from	both	all	

the	time.	

John	Potter	described	having	to	make	the	move	from	singing	to	conducting/coaching	choirs,	as	

something	of	a	necessity,	the	skills	of	which	he	then	had	to	teach	himself:	

During	the	1980s	I	suppose.	I	was	asked	to	coach	choirs.	I	don’t	really	consider	

myself	a	conductor	and,	like	a	lot	of	singers,	I	consider	the	conductor	perhaps	

the	least	important	part	of	an	enterprise.	And	one	of	the	things	I	do	in	fact	is	to	

teach	choirs	to	sing	without	a	conductor.	But	then	when	I	came	to	(York)	

University	here	ten	years	ago,	because	there	was	no	proper	chamber	choir,	I	

did	by	force	have	to	conduct	to	start	a	choir	then,	but	mostly	we	do	it	without	

me	conducting.	That	probably	didn’t	answer	your	question	at	all.	Was	this	a	

skill	you	sort	of	learned,	you	just	picked	up	along	the	way?	Yes,	I	mean,	all	of	

the	great	“English	conductors”,	choral	conductors,	are	self-taught.	It’s	not	at	

all	like	Europe	where	you	are	trained	to	be	a	choral	conductor.	All	of	the	

English	people,	from	Gardiner	to	my	colleagues,	basically	are	self-taught.	

A	couple	of	the	interviewees	described	being	self-taught	in	the	fact	that	they	would	pick	up	

skills	by	watching	other	colleagues,	rather	than	by	any	formal	training.	Stephen	Layton	

described	his	experience	as	a	progression	through	all	the	roles	within	choral	music,	picking	up	

skills	along	the	way:	

I	made	that	gradually	over	the	course	of	my	secondary	and	tertiary-level	

education,	as	I	enjoyed	directing	my	fellow	students	at	high	school	and	then	

at	university.	So	it	was	a	natural	progression,	from	starting	out	as	a	choirboy	

to	someone	that	worked	with	singers	and	directed	them.	Was	it	a	learn---on---

the---job	thing,	you	just	bring	students	together	and	try	it	out?	Initially,	yes.	

At	school	and	then	later	at	University,	I	learnt	from	others	who	were	also	

working	here,	studying	and	teaching.	Being	part	of	the	music	scene	in	

Cambridge,	when	I	was	Organ	Scholar	at	King’s	College,	I	naturally	became	

saturated	in	music.	
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Harry	Christophers	also	described	teaching	himself	by	watching	others	conduct.	He	

emphasised	the	importance	of	being	a	singer	himself,	and	the	experiences	he	gained	by	being	

conducted	by	others:	

Funnily	enough,	I	wasn’t	trained	(in	choral	conducting).	I	read	classics	when	I	

first	went	to	Oxford,	and	I	changed	to	music	after	two	years	and	read	music	in	

two	years.	But	that	wasn’t	my	intention,	to	go	up	and	read	music.	I	did	a	lot	of	

music	in	those	days,	singing	at	services	every	day	of	the	week	at	Magdalen,	

and	different	music	every	day.	I	think	there’s	a	much	better	infrastructure	for	

music	at	Cambridge	in	the	sense	that	things	are	much	more	organised.	Having	

said	that,	I	was	lucky	to	go	to	Oxford	because	for	me,	it’s	not	so	much	

“organised”	music,	but	it	was	very	much	up	to	the	students	to	form	their	own	

things	and	go	and	do	it.	That’s	where	I	started	doing	a	bit	of	conducting	and	

just	started	from	basics	really.	Bernard	Rose,	who	was	the	organist	and	

choirmaster	at	Magdalen,	Oxford,	he	would	have	me	relay	the	beats	while	he	

was	conducting	the	other	side,	if	necessary.	He	gave	me	a	few	tips	about	that,	

and	he	actually	was	a	very	good	conductor.	He	wasn’t	one	of	these	wishy-

washy	choral	conductors	who	do	these	mirror	beats,	and	endings	have	an	airy-

fairy	thing	about	them.	He	was	very	much	that	you	must	have	a	click	in	the	

beat,	there	has	to	be	a	semblance	of	a	rhythm	there	somewhere.	So	my	

conducting	really	developed	from	teaching	myself.	I	think	in	many	ways,	one	of	

the	lucky	things	for	me	is	that	when	I	left	Oxford	I	actually	sang	professionally	

for	six	years.	I	was	at	Westminster	Abbey.	I	sang	in	an	English	opera	group,	

English	Music	Theatre	Company,	under	Stuart	Bedford.	A	lot	of	Britten	operas,	

and	that	was	phenomenal.	I	was	also	very	lucky	to	spend	three	years	in	the	

BBC	Singers.	Sometimes	people	frown	on	the	BBC	Singers	as	being	a	radio	

choir.	It	still	is	the	only	fully	professional,	contracted,	salaried	choir	in	the	

country.	But	I	was	very	lucky	in	those	days	because	I	took	on	that	job	with	the	

full	knowledge	that	I	didn’t	want	to	be	a	singer.	I	decided	that	six	years	at	the	

Abbey	–	that	was	enough	for	me.	I	wanted	to	conduct.	I	got	a	phone	call	from	

the	BBC	Singers’	office	saying,	“Look,	we’ve	got	a	tenor	vacancy.	We	want	to	

give	it	to	you.”	And	I	said,	“I	don’t	want	to	sing	anymore,	I	want	to	conduct.”	

And	they	said,	“But	you	know,	be	realistic.	You	just	got	a	mortgage;	you	just	

got	married;	how	are	you	going	to	live?”	And	I	said,	“Well,	you	know,	I’m	doing	

something.”	They	said,	“Look,	well	just	think	about	it.	We’ll	let	you	off	for	every	

time	you	want	to	be	away	to	conduct,	and	we’ll	support	you	–	not	financially	

support	you	–	but	mentally	and	things.”	So	that	was	an	offer	I	couldn’t	refuse.	
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Fate	has	done	amazing	things	through	the	path	of	my	life.	So	I	spent	three	

years	in	the	BBC	Singers	and	it	was	in	those	three	years	that	I	really	developed	

my	own	technique.	I	was	really	lucky	to	be	able	to	work	with	people	like	Boulez,	

Seiji	Ozawa,	Rozhdestvensky,	and	to	be	singing	with	the	BBC	Symphony	

Orchestra.	Boulez	regarded	the	BBC	Singers	as	the	greatest	choir	in	Europe,	

and	we	recorded	the	Schoenberg	male	voice	part	songs	with	him,	which	are	

fiendishly	difficult.	He	would	say,	“Nobody	else	in	the	world	could	sing	them.”	

We	did	them	with	him,	and	when	you’re	in	that	sort	of	close	proximity	with	

these	phenomenal	conductors,	you	really	do	learn	a	lot.	But	I	also	learnt	

probably	more	on	how	not	to	conduct,	how	not	to	rehearse,	from	the	people	

who	weren’t	so	good.	I	took	all	those	things	on	board	and	just	gradually	

developed	my	own	way	of	doing	things.	I	had	started	The	Sixteen	in	1979,	after	

I	left	Oxford	in	1977.	But	I	didn’t	formally	give	up	singing.	I	left	the	BBC	Singers	

in	1985.	

A	third	theme	emerged	in	response	to	question	1.3.	When	asked,	“What	was	your	introduction	

to	early	choral	music?”	many	of	the	interviewees	described	the	prevalence	of	Tudor	music	

within	the	general	milieu	of	English	musical	life.	However,	distinctions	were	drawn	regarding	

the	standard	of	performance	in	various	places	and	at	various	academic	levels.	Christopher	

Page	described	this	sense	of	the	repertoire	being	everywhere:	

My	favourite	music	in	the	world	would	be	English	Catholic	choral	music	of	

about	1500	to	about	1540.	I	don’t	need	anything	else.	Shepherd’s	Media	Vita,	

Taverner’s	Gaude	Gloriosa	Dei	Mater,	maybe	some	William	Byrd	consort	

songs,	but	basically	English	Tudor	polyphony	from	the	Henrician	period	before	

Mary.	I’d	say	it’s	my	favourite.	It’s	what	I	most	really	love.	When	did	you	first	

come	into	that	repertoire?	If	you’re	born	and	brought	up	in	England	you	hear	

it	everywhere.	Choirs	do	it.	They	don’t	do	the	very	ambitious	Marian	antiphons,	

but	they	do	a	lot	of	the	psalter	settings	and	things	like	that.	Byrd	was	

broadcast	a	very	great	deal	when	I	was	a	kid,	on	Radio	3,	so	you	hear	a	lot	of	

it.	At	Oxford	and	Cambridge,	of	course,	the	chapel	choirs	sing	it	all	the	time,	so	

it’s	around	all	the	time.	All	the	tunes	of	the	Parker	Psalter	by	Tallis	were	sung	

at	college	last	term.	It’s	everywhere	really.	

Stephen	Layton	further	described	this	repertoire	as	being	the	bread	and	butter	of	his	

schoolboy	singing:	
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Well,	I	sang	it	every	day	as	a	choirboy:	I’d	regularly	sing	works	by	Byrd,	

Tallis,	Gibbons,	Morley	and	Robert	Fayrfax.	So	it	was	natural	to	sing	this	

music	all	the	time.	

John	Potter	had	a	similar	experience	to	Stephen	Layton:	

When	I	was	eight	or	nine,	I	went	to	King’s	College	Cambridge	as	a	choirboy,	

and	they	do,	and	still	do,	all	that	repertoire,	so	again	from	a	very	early	age.	

Robert	Hollingworth	described	performing	Tudor	music	as	a	child,	though	judged	in	retrospect	

that	it	had	not	been	performed	to	a	high	standard:	

Well,	I	would’ve	been	singing	Tudor	music	from	the	age	of	nine	in	Hereford	

Cathedral	Choir.	It	wasn’t	done	well.	Everything	was	done	very	slowly.	The	

director	was	more	a	nineteenth	century	man,	a	good	musician,	but	didn’t	really	

get	Tudor	polyphony.	I	started	hearing	recordings	when	I	was	15	or	so,	maybe	

earlier,	possibly	through	listening	to	the	King’s	Singers.	

Later,	in	answer	to	question	2.1,	Robert	Hollingworth	would	reflect:	

…	I’m	inescapably	a	child	of	the	cathedral	tradition.	I	sang	there	for	five	years.	

The	things	I	used	to	like	were	nineteenth	century	music,	the	Wesley,	the	loud	

pieces	with	organs,	Gray	in	F-minor,	Stanford.	I	had	no	good	memories	of	

singing	Tudor	music	at	all	because	it	was	poor.	Then	I	developed	my	interest	in	

that	music	and	then	I	went	to	New	College	Oxford	and	I	remember	the	first	

time	we	sang	a	piece	of	Tudor	music	at	Oxford,	and	it	danced,	and	I	was	

incredibly	excited.	It	wasn’t	as	if	it	was	something	I	hadn’t	heard	before.	It	was,	

if	you	like,	the	school	music	group	and	the	cathedral	group	coming	together,	

and	it	started	to	make	sense.	

Edward	Wickham	also	performed	Tudor	music	as	a	child	but	didn’t	really	become	

interested	in	it	until	university:	

The	very	first	piece	I	ever	remember	singing	in	church	when	I	was	at	Parish	

church	was	Tallis’s	If	Ye	Love	Me.	I	think	that's	got	to	be	the	first	one	I	ever	

sang.	But,	one	doesn't	associate	that	with	a	particular	period	at	the	age	of	six.	

Actually,	when	I	was	a	boy	chorister,	all	that	early	stuff	all	seemed	rather	

tedious.	We	much	preferred	the	modern	stuff,	which	had	boppy	rhythms	and	

fun	things	to	sing.	It	was	really	as	an	undergraduate	that	I	became	interested	

in	the	early	stuff.	It	kind	of	chimed,	I	suppose	with	an	interest	I	had,	because	I	
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read	history	at	University	not	music,	in	medieval	history.	That	was	really	when	I	

started.	

James	O’Donnell	also	described	discovering	early	choral	music	more	at	university:	

Well,	my	first	real	experience	of	that	was	at	Cambridge.	We	didn't	do	very	

much	of	that	in	the	boys’	choir	in	which	I	had	sung,	because	it's	not	really	a	

suitable	repertoire	for	a	choir	with	no	lower	voices.	So,	my	practical	

involvement	in	Tudor	music	came	when	I	began	to	be	involved	in	a	full	choir.	

The	repertoire	of	Jesus	College	choir	was	not	enormous.	We	had	to	cut	our	coat	

to	suit	our	cloth	and	not	overreach	ourselves.	But	it	was	reasonably	ambitious,	

and	we	sang	a	certain	amount	of	Tallis	and	Byrd	and	Tye	and	Taverner.	Of	

course	it	is	a	bigger	repertoire	now.	I	got	to	know	that	music	by	doing	that	

really.	

Harry	Christophers’s	experience	also	centred	on	his	university	life.	He	mentioned	a	

competitive	trend	whereby	early	choral	music	appeared	only	to	be	for	the	élite,	but	which	he	

was	involved	in	counteracting:	

More	at	Oxford,	principally.	I	was	very	lucky	with	Bernard	Rose,	who	edited	

some	of	Tomkins’	Musica	Deo	Sacra.	Also,	my	history	and	music	tutor	was	

David	Wulstan,	who	founded	The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford.	That	was	a	great	

introduction	to	Sheppard	and	all	these	things.	I	was	introduced	to	this	amazing	

amount	of	early	music	then.	Peter	Phillips	was	a	couple	of	years	ahead	of	me	

at	Oxford,	and	I	sang	in	the	early	days	of	The	Tallis	Scholars	when	that	was	

formed	at	Oxford.	In	those	days,	it	was	a	very	cavalier	attitude	to	this	music.	

People	of	course	had	done	it	in	the	past,	but	nobody	was	really	performing	it	

and	concentrating	totally	on	that	sort	of	music.	So	we	got	through	a	wealth	of	

this	music.	Singing	probably	really	badly,	thinking	we	were	great,	and	

gradually	there	was	a	following.	There	was	a	small	following;	it	was	a	little	bit	

elitist	in	a	way.	I	think	that	was	part	and	parcel	of	some	of	the	people	who	

were	doing	that	at	Oxford,	Cambridge,	wanting	to	preserve	it	for	the	few.	

There	were	a	few	academics	out	there	who	felt	it	was	very	much	music	with	a	

little	secret	behind	it,	that	it	wasn’t	to	be	performed.	There	were	boring	

academics	that	thought	it	should	be	performed	by	boys.	But	David	Wulstan	

and	The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford	was	a	revelation.	So	was	the	joy	of	just	singing	

this	music	in	The	Tallis	Scholars.	We	were	all	friends;	we’re	just	singing	for	the	

love	of	it.	Bernard	Rose	in	the	services	at	Magdalen	probably	gave	me	more	of	
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an	insight	into	just	how	the	shape	of	the	music	worked.	Bernard	was	very	good	

like	that	because	he	would	always	encourage	questions,	and	he	would	always	

pose	questions	to	the	choir	during	rehearsal	and	ask	for	answers,	and	it	didn’t	

matter	how	banal	their	answer	was.	He	would	never	ridicule	us.	There	was	

always	a	feeling	you	were	contributing,	and	you	could	have	a	little	discussion	in	

a	rehearsal	about	something.	I	think	that	was	really	good	because	through	

that	we	learnt	the	form	of	Palestrina	without	actually	having	to	read	a	load	of	

books	about	it.	We	actually	learned	the	music	by	performing	it.	The	music	was	

in	our	heads	the	whole	time,	the	basic	principle	of	that	music,	to	do	with	

architecture	and	the	shape	of	phrase,	which	I	have	simply	just	taken	to	further	

degrees	as	I’ve	gone	through.	That’s	the	time	which	really	focused	me,	that	

there	was	something	really	interesting	about	this	music.	

This	concluded	the	questions	relating	to	the	biographical	experiences	of	the	

interviewees.	Attention	now	turned	to	the	way	individual	interviewees	approached	

creating	their	own	choral	performances.	

5.2	PERFORMANCE	APPROACHES	

Questions	2.1	–	2.13	of	the	interview	schedule	required	the	interviewees	to	reflect	on	their	

specific	approach	to	choral	performance.	Question	2.1,	“Can	you	identify	any	specific	

influences	on	your	approach	to	directing	early	choral	music?”	revealed	sources	of	inspiration	

common	to	a	number	of	the	interviewees.	The	most	frequently	mentioned	influences	were	

David	Wulstan	and	Andrew	Parrott.	David	Skinner,	Edward	Wickham,	Robert	Hollingworth	and	

Christopher	Page	all	mentioned	the	influence	of	hearing	Andrew	Parrott	and	The	Taverner	

Choir.	David	Skinner	expanded	on	the	effect	of	hearing	them	perform	at	written	pitch,	in	stark	

contrast	to	the	performing	style	of	choirs	who	transposed	music	up	a	third:	

I	think	my	earliest	influence	in	terms	of	sound	was	Andrew	Parrott	and	The	

Taverner	Choir.	In	those	days	the	early	music	scene	was	dominated	by	two	

choirs:	The	Sixteen	and	The	Tallis	Scholars,	and	they	were	strongly	influenced	

by	David	Wulstan	and	The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford.	There	was	this	belief	that	all	

Tudor	church	music,	‘cause	it’s	English,	goes	up	a	minor	third,	and	therefore	

you	redistribute	the	voices	into	something	quite	different	than	what	we	now	

would	understand	as	SATBarB.	I	was	quite	fascinated	with	that	idea.	it	was	a	

very	beautiful	ethereal	sound,	but	as	a	countertenor	myself	at	the	time,	and	

also	knowing	lots	of	singers,	the	sopranos	just	didn’t	like	it.	There	were	one	or	
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two	that	liked	it,	but	it’s	a	very	difficult	thing.	Andrew	Parrott	was	against	this	

grain	and	he	performed	music	at	written	pitch	or	up	a	semitone	or	up	a	tone,	

but	kept	the	scoring	SATBarB.	It	was	that	richness	of	sound	that	had	a	

profound	impact	on	me	and	also	guided	me	in	creating	my	own	editions	for	

The	Cardinall’s	Musick	at	this	lower	pitch.	It’s	interesting	‘cause	that	is	an	

evolutionary	thing,	‘cause	I	now	think	I’ve	got	the	performing	pitches	wrong	for	

a	lot	of	the	Fayrefax	and	Ludford	series.	What	seems	to	work	certainly	is	F#,	so	

everything	goes	up	a	semitone	and	that’s	just	what	works.	It	is	so	apparent	in	

our	latest	Taverner	record	everything	just	sizzles.	Tenors	never	go	any	higher	

than	an	F#,	basses	never	go	any	lower	than	an	F#,	sopranos	again	F#.	The	

problem	is	this:	if	you	try	to	do	anything	in	F	it	always	goes	sharp	anyway	

because	there’s	something	strange	about	the	voice	and	the	tessitura.	The	

natural	break	for	most	people	is	between	an	E	and	an	F.	So	it’s	a	very	

uncomfortable	transition	going	from	an	F	chord	to	a	C	chord.	You	bung	it	up	a	

half:	it	sticks	like	glue.	It	just	doesn’t	go	out	of	tune	at	all.	It’s	quite	

extraordinary.	I	think	my	influence	is	really	the	move	against	what	I	grew	up	

listening	to,	The	Tallis	Scholars	and	The	Sixteen,	and	trying	to	create	a	sound	

that	was	always	in	my	head	that	I	just	didn’t	quite	know	how	to	create.	

Andrew	Parrott	led	that	and	then	Cardinall’s	Musick	was	the	way	that	I	could	

experiment	with	all	that.	

Harry	Christophers,	James	O’Donnell	and	Peter	Phillips	all	described	being	influenced	by	the	

work	of	David	Wulstan	and	The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford,	either	by	working	with	them	directly	or	

hearing	their	recordings.	Peter	Phillips	described	David	Wulstan	as	providing	a	starting	point	

for	the	sound	world	he	wanted	to	create:	

Nowadays	I	think	we	set	our	own	standard.	But	when	I	started,	I	was	very	

influenced	by	David	Wulstan	and	The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford.	He	was	really	my	

only	way	into	the	sound	I	wanted.	What	really	controlled	my	thinking	was	the	

ideal	sound	that	I	had	in	my	head	and	I	was	trying	to	recapture	that	sound.	I	

still	am,	every	time	we	stand	on	stage.	I	actually	sang	in	The	Clerkes	of	

Oxenford.	I’m	not	a	very	good	singer,	but	I	did,	and	the	sound	that	I	heard	

around	me	was	close	to	what	I	wanted,	though	certainly	wasn’t	it	exactly.	

James	O’Donnell	stated:	

A	lot	of	the	time	when	you	approach	music	you	don't	decide,	you	don’t	just	sit	

there	and	think,	“How	shall	I	do	this?”	If	you’re	working	in	a	foundation,	there's	
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a	lot	of	music	to	get	through	every	day.	You’re	faced	with	the	repertoire	and	

you	just	do	it.	It's	not	something	that	one	takes	apart	analytically	all	the	time.	I	

suppose,	in	a	way,	one’s	taste,	one’s	basic	approach	towards	any	kind	of	

repertoire,	is	formed	by	the	influences	and	the	experiences	of	that	repertoire	

that	one	has	had.	I	had	very	much	in	my	ears	The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford,	for	

example.	The	David	Wulstan	group	and	his	use	of	high	pitch	were	reasonably	

recent	when	I	was	an	undergraduate.	It	was	very	interesting	to	hear	that	music	

done	in	that	way.	I	don't	know	if	it	influenced	my	approached	to	it,	but	there's	

a	kind	of	clean,	very	clear,	very	articulate,	totally	un-wobbly,	un-stodgy,	un-

stuffy	approach	to	music,	that	sounded	very	fresh	and	new.	I	loved	that	

freshness	and	that	newness,	and	I	liked	the	translucency	of	it	and	the	

wonderful	transparency	of	texture	that	he	and	other	people	like	that	managed	

to	achieve.		

Harry	Christophers	acknowledged	that	what	he	does	with	The	Sixteen	deliberately	removes	

the	music	from	its	authentic	performance	space	within	a	religious	liturgy,	and	takes	it	out	into	

the	concert	hall.	He	therefore	recognised	that	some	of	his	performing	decisions	would	be	in	

direct	contradiction	with	the	approach	of	David	Wulstan:	

No,	it’s	a	mixture	of	influences.	First	and	foremost,	the	music	of	the	sixteenth	

century	is	all	sacred	music,	principally	because	all	the	jobs	were	in	the	Church.	

So	the	music	that	was	being	written	then	was	subservient	to	the	liturgy.	But	

that’s	not	what	I’m	doing.	I’m	taking	it	out	of	the	liturgy,	I’m	putting	it	into	the	

concert	hall,	I’m	doing	something	that	is	not	authentic.	I	wasn’t	authentic	

because	I’m	not	using	boys	on	the	top;	I’m	not	using	castrato	on	the	top.	So	

right	from	the	beginning,	it’s	completely	different	from	the	period	instrument	

orchestra.	What	I’m	doing	is	I’m	trying	to	bring	the	words	to	life.	Now,	the	

words	of	the	Mass	–	as	I	said,	the	music	was	subservient	to	the	liturgy	–	so	it	

was	irrelevant	in	many	ways.	But	today,	I	feel	I	need	to	put	across,	in	the	way	

we	interpret	the	music,	an	interpretation	of	the	words.	So	for	me,	rather	than	it	

being	music-led,	it’s	word-led	to	a	stronger	or	lesser	degree.	So	automatically,	

I’m	not	being	authentic	about	this.	Going	from	my	days	at	Oxford,	I	spent	some	

time	singing	with	David	Wulstan	and	The	Clerkes	of	Oxford,	and	it	was	about	

the	sound	and	the	music.	The	altos	seemed	to	be	allowed	to	sing	as	loud	as	

they	wanted	to,	but	every	other	part	had	to	sing	as	soft	as	they	could.	And	I	

found	it	slightly	infuriating,	and	I	didn’t	quite	go	for	it.	I	just	wanted	to	inject	

some	of	my	personality	onto	the	interpretation.	Now,	I	know	that	David	
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Wulstan	would	be	absolutely	horrified;	that’s	not	his	way	of	doing	it.	The	last	

thing	he’d	want	to	do	is	impose	himself	on	the	music.	I	don’t	necessarily	want	

to	impose,	but	all	I	want	to	do	is	interpret	the	music.	The	better	the	composer,	

the	more	one	can	interpret	the	music.	One	can	really	interpret	Victoria’s	music;	

one	could	almost	over-interpret	it.	It	can	be	dealt	with	in	great	extremes	of	

interpretation.	There	are	many	ways,	many	performances	out	there	of	people	

doing	quite	bizarre	things.	So	everything	I	do,	I	put	my	own	personal	stamp	on	

it,	but	within	the	framework	of	the	way	that	the	music	is	shaped.	

While	the	influence	of	Andrew	Parrott	and	David	Wulstan	drew	the	greatest	number	of	

responses,	several	other	names	were	also	mentioned.	Both	Christopher	Page	and	Robert	

Hollingworth	commented	on	the	influence	of	David	Munrow	and	the	work	of	Michael	

Morrow’s	Musica	Reservata.	Christopher	Page	said:		

The	most	influential	person	really	was	Michael	Morrow.	Michael	Morrow	

founded	the	ensemble	Musica	Reservata	and	I	got	to	know	him	in	the	very	

early	‘70s.	He	was	the	person	who	was	really	the	most	visionary,	auditionary,	I	

suppose,	of	all	the	people	I	know	involved	in	early	music.	I	think	his	approach	

was	certainly	very	important	to	me.	

Peter	Phillips	and	The	Tallis	Scholars	were	also	mentioned,	both	in	terms	of	causing	a	reaction	

against	their	style,	as	noted	by	David	Skinner	above,	and	as	having	a	positive	influence	on	the	

music	making	of	James	O’Donnell	and	Edward	Wickham.	James	O’Donnell	described	hearing	

The	Tallis	Scholars	when	he	was	taking	up	his	first	professional	appointment:	

The	Tallis	Scholars	started	off	about	forty	years	ago	this	year,	and	I	was	first	in	

Westminster	Cathedral	when	they	began.	I	heard	them	singing	in	the	early	

days,	and	that	was	another	new	thing.	To	have	a	group,	the	small	mixed	adult	

professional	group,	not	a	liturgical	choir,	but	singing	liturgical	repertoire	and	

bringing	this	kind	of	freshness	to	it,	and	attracting	new	audiences,	is	very	good.	

It	has	a	very	positive	effect	on	cathedral	choirs	and	collegiate	choirs,	which	

have,	broadly	speaking,	had	something	of	a	monopoly	on	that	repertoire	for	a	

long	time.	It	was	a	repertoire	you	were	unlikely	to	hear	very	many	other	choirs	

doing	much	of,	though	there	were	some	exceptions.	It	tends	to	be	the	

specialization	of	the	cathedral	and	collegiate	choirs,	and	so	it's	very	interesting	

to	be	involved	in	those	and	to	hear	this	other	group.	It	influences	one’s	

approach	perhaps,	even	subliminally.	
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Edward	Wickham	described	being	influenced	by	a	range	of	other	performers,	including	Jeremy	

Summerly	and	the	Oxford	Camerata,	Paul	Hillier	and	The	Theatre	of	Voices	and	Christopher	

Page’s	Gothic	Voices:		

In	a	sense,	it's	acting	against	certain	influences	as	much	as	with	certain	

influences.	I	suppose,	having	being	brought	up	in	a	cathedral	or	sort	of	big	

choir	set	up	for	so	long,	I	recognised	that	what	I	wanted	to	do	was	produce	a	

product	which	was	different	from	that	kind	of	public	type	of	performance,	

which	had	a	more	intimate,	chamber-y	type	of	feel.	So	one	of	the	influences	is	

working	against	that.	Having	said	that,	there	were	certain	people	I	worked	

with,	I	would	say	that	I	wasn't	influenced,	at	least	not	directly,	by	the	people	

who	conducted	me	most	regularly,	i.e.	Christopher	Robinson	when	I	was	a	boy	

and	then	Stephen	Darlington	when	I	was	a	choral	scholar,	the	sorts	of	people	

that	I	most	admired	as	a	young	performer.	I	sang	a	lot	for	a	guy	called	Jeremy	

Summerly	who	ran	a	group	called	Oxford	Camerata.	Because	he's	a	sort	of	

charismatic	guy	anyway,	very	knowledgeable,	I	very	much	enjoyed	singing	for	

him.	Though,	I	would	say,	that	my	stylistic	decisions	are	somewhat	different	

from	his.	But	just	his	general	approach,	as	it	were,	the	collegiality	or	the	sense	

of	intimacy	of	a	group	was	something	that	I	very	much	enjoyed	being	a	part	of.	

After	that,	though	I	never	worked	for	them,	the	people	that	I	admired	most,	

the	generation	above	me,	I	very	much	liked	the	work	of	Andrew	Parrott	and,	to	

an	extent,	I	listen	to	a	lot	of	Tallis	Scholars	stuff.	I	enjoy	that	to	a	certain	point	

and	then	I	hope	to	move	away	from	that.	The	other	person	that	I	particularly	

enjoy	listening	to	now	is	Paul	Hillier	and	The	Theatre	of	Voices.	So,	it's	that	

mob,	I	suppose,	stylistically.	It’s	one	thing	to	talk	about	stylistic	aspects	and	

another	the	how,	the	way	one	goes	about	doing	things,	and	I	very	much	enjoy	

and	respect	the	way	that	some	of	these	ensembles	create	performances	and	

interact	with	one	another.	I	suppose	the	other	group	that	was	hugely	

influential,	when	I	was	an	undergraduate,	was	Gothic	Voices.	Though	the	

sound	that	they	make	is	something	very	special	and	I	would	never	even	try	to	

recreate	that,	repertorially	and	in	terms	of	timbre,	it	is	just	such	an	awakening	

hearing	them.	Some	of	those	tracks	that	they	put	down	in	the	‘80s	and	the	

early	‘90s	are	still	absolutely	my	favourites,	although	I'd	never	try	to	do	the	

same	thing	myself.	
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Robert	Hollingworth	also	mentioned	the	importance	of	his	own	father’s	comedic	style	and	the	

lighter	performances	of	the	King’s	Singers	in	having	a	major	influence	over	his	entire	

performance	ethos:	

My	father,	I	think.	It’s	taken	me	a	long	time	to	realize	that,	but	my	father	was	

quite	a	showman.	He’s	an	accountant.	That’s	what	he	does.	You’d	think	of	

Monty	Python	accountants,	they’re	all	very	dull	people.	I	recently	sang	some	

Flanders	and	Swann	in	a	village	hall	with	my	father.	He	has	no	professional	

aspirations	at	all,	and	he	just	loves	Flanders	and	Swann,	the	Goon	Shows,	that	

kind	of	thing,	so	1950s	and	‘60s	humour	was	a	very	strong	influence	in	what	I	

like	doing.	That	clearly	doesn’t	relate	to	Tudor	polyphony,	but	it	does	relate	

into	the	sort	of	work	that	I	Fagiolini	mostly	does,	which	can	sometimes	have	

some	humorous	side	to	it,	as	do	madrigal	comedies,	that	kind	of	thing.	So	my	

father	was,	I	think,	quite	a	showman,	and	he	sang	me	off	the	stage	at	this	

recent	thing.	King’s	Singers	certainly,	the	neatness,	the	tidiness	of	it,	the	ease	

of	it,	and	David	Munrow,	and	groups	like	The	Taverner	Consort	and	Players.	

That	was	my	first	Monteverdi	disc,	when	I	was	16	or	17,	which	I	still	listen	to.	

So	they	would	be	the	first	ones,	I	think.	

Some	of	the	interviewees	also	mentioned	the	profound	influence	of	their	very	first	musical	

instructor	as	a	choirboy.	Harry	Christophers	recalled	the	following	anecdote	illustrating	the	

teaching	methods	of	Allan	Wicks	and	how	these	still	influence	his	performing	style:	

Allan	Wicks	at	Canterbury,	I	still	always	go	back	to	the	way	that	he	taught	us	

to	sing.	I	remember	him	getting	once,	he	got	a	psalter	and	we	were	singing	

complete	rubbish,	and	he	just	said,	“Look,”	and	he	threw	the	psalter.	And	he	

sang	like	that,	and	we	sang	like	that.	And	suddenly	we	all	realised,	“Wow!	It	

was	completely	different.”	Because	it	was	this	enjoyment	of	singing,	and	I	

allow	my	singers	to	sing.	I	reel	them	back	when	I	need	to,	but	I	want	them	to	

enjoy	these	kinds	of	music.	I	don’t	want	it	to	be	prissy;	I	don’t	want	it	to	be	

sexless	and	bland,	I’m	not	interested	in	that.	It’s	not	about	that.	It’s	about	

performing	and	bringing	out	the	emotions	of	this	music.	

Stephen	Layton	reflected	on	the	impact	of	his	choirmaster	Martin	Neary:	

Yes,	especially	from	my	early	experience	as	a	choirboy.	My	director	of	music	

was	Martin	Neary,	who	was	the	organist	at	Winchester	Cathedral	between	

1976	and	1980.	So	I	suppose	that	some	of	the	ways	we	were	taught	to	

phrase	that	music	is	still	within	me	in	some	way	and	it	just	doesn’t	go	away.	
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We	also	performed	a	lot	of	early	music	around	that	time,	especially	works	by	

Bach,	Handel,	Schütz,	Gabrieli,	and	we	would	perform	it	with	early	

instruments.	I’m	very	much	influenced	by	the	sound	of	those	instruments	

and	the	different	technical	capabilities	they	had,	or	lack	of	capabilities	in	

some	ways	compared	to	modern	instruments,	in	terms	of	their	lightness	and	

their	phrasing.	So	I	was	very	much	aware	of	an	orchestral	early-music	sound	

world	as	well	as	whatever	I	was	told	in	terms	of	singing	by	my	Director	of	

Music.	

Finally,	John	Potter	described	being	influenced	by	David	Willcocks	in	terms	of	the	discipline	of	

singing,	but	finding	that	most	of	his	experiences	had	led	him	to	reject	the	role	of	a	

conventional	choral	conductor	altogether:	

The	biggest	influence	would	be	David	Willcocks	at	King’s,	Cambridge,	who	

basically	formed	the	way	a	lot	of	singers	of	my	generation	and	later	go	about	

their	business	really.	So	that	early	childhood	experience	made	a	huge	

difference.	Any	particular	facets	of	it	that	have	really	influenced	you?	The	

idea	that	you	just	sing	in	tune	and	phrase	things	and	the	importance	of	

shaping	the	text,	that	kind	of	thing.	And	when	you	came	on	to	direct	choirs	or	

to	coach	choirs,	was	it	still	following	his	leadership?	No,	it’s	more	to	do	with	

how	I	sing	myself,	but	with	the	directing	choirs	what	I	do	is	encourage	the	

choirs	to	create	their	own	sound,	so	more	like	a	kind	of	referee	if	you	like,	or	a	

consultant	rather	than	a	director.	I	don’t	have	a	sound	in	my	head	that	I	want	

to	do,	they	evolve	and	I	kind	of	encourage	them	to	go	with	that.	This	sort	of	

facilitator	style,	is	that	something	you’ve	developed	yourself	or	that	you	saw	

someone	else	doing?	No,	something	I’ve	done	myself	I	think,	mostly	through	

feeling	that	most	choral	conductors	are	simply	just	waving	their	arms	and	

singers	are	doing	the	work.	So	it’s	like	you’re	reacting	against	what	you	saw	

in	other	people?	Yes.	

It	is	interesting	to	note	that	the	people	the	interviewees	listed	as	influences	were	all,	broadly	

speaking,	active	from	the	1970s	(some	were	founded	in	the	late	1960s,	such	as	the	King’s	

Singers	founded	in	1968,	but	the	majority	of	their	output	can	be	said	to	be	from	the	1970s	

onwards).	There	certainly	doesn’t	seem	to	be	any	evidence	of	cultural	influence	stretching	

back	further	than	one	generation,	and	certainly	not	even	approaching	the	earlier	time	period	

under	investigation	in	the	present	research.	They	also	only	mentioned	the	influence	of	other	

English	musicians,	as	opposed	to	anyone	working	in	continental	Europe	or	America.		
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Questions	2.2	and	2.3	both	dealt	with	the	interviewee’s	aesthetic	concerns,	the	former	directly	

engaging	with	the	concept	(What	would	be	your	major	aesthetic	concerns	in	putting	together	

a	performance	of	early	choral	music?)	and	the	latter	approaching	the	idea	through	the	lens	of	

an	ideal	review	situation	(What	would	be	the	highest	praise	you	are	looking	for	in	a	review?).	

The	dual	question	format	was	deliberately	chosen	to	pin	down	what	really	was	the	most	

important	musical	element	in	the	eyes	of	the	interviewee.		

Christopher	Page,	reflecting	on	his	work	in	medieval	music,	displayed	a	consistency	between	

his	answers	to	questions	2.2	and	2.3.	For	question	2.2,	he	expressed	a	desire	for	a	disciplined	

musical	approach	in	terms	of	timing	and	tuning,	an	approach	that	he	believed	could	be	

supported	by	historical	research:		

If	you’re	talking	about	Tudor	music,	I’ve	never	actually	really	been	involved	in	

the	performance	of	that.	But	certainly	for	medieval	music	the	things	that	seem	

to	me	to	be	most	important	were	things	that	have	a	particular	historical	

identity	to	them.	A	particularly	contingent	historical	identity	in	the	sense	that	I	

wanted	things	to	be	very	accurate.	I	wanted	them	to	be	in	strict	time.	I	wanted	

them	to	be	bang	in	tune.	All	of	which,	I	think	I	can	argue,	are	priorities	that	

emerge	after	reading	what	medieval	writers	themselves	say	about	music.	

Especially,	of	course,	the	so-called	theorists,	who	are	much	concerned	with	

scrupulous	measure	and	exactitude.		

Christopher	Page’s	desire	for	disciplined	tuning	and	timing	was	also	echoed	in	his	answer	to	

question	2.3:	

I	think	the	thing	that	I	most	valued	was	a	review	by	David	Fallows	of	a	record	I	

did	called	Music	for	the	Lion-Hearted	King,	and	he	said	that	this	is	the	best	

tuned	record	that	I’ve	ever	reviewed.	So	I	think	tuning.	Medieval	music,	unlike	

Tudor	music,	is	based	primarily	on	octaves	and	fifths,	and	if	they’re	not	bang	in	

tune	it	just	sounds	terrible.	Which	is	one	of	the	reasons	why	amateur	musicians	

never	perform	medieval	music.	People	who	meet	to	sing	in	church	choirs,	they	

don’t	think	to	ask	the	choir	to	sing	Machaut.	You	need	a	very	high	level	of	

proficiency	in	the	matter	of	tuning	in	the	ensemble	to	pursue	it	with	any	real	

success.	But	the	thing	I	always	most	valued	was	that	it	was	felt	to	be	very	well	

tuned.	What	was	of	no	account	to	me	was	whether	someone	felt	we	were	

bringing	out	the	words.	That	I’ve	never	felt	was	of	really	much	importance.	I	

don’t	mean	that	the	words	aren’t	important,	but	I	think	projecting	the	words	
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with	a	kind	of	sympathetic	rhetoric	with	the	music	is	simply	not	the	medieval	

thing.	

David	Skinner	touched	on	the	importance	of	perfectly	tuned	cadences	in	his	performances,	

while	the	bulk	of	his	reply	to	question	2.2	was	devoted	to	achieving	a	specific	sound	world:	

I	always	say	to	all	my	choirs	that	the	first	thing	that	anybody’s	going	to	hear	is	

the	start	and	the	last	thing	that	they’re	going	to	hear	is	the	cadence,	and	

always	my	primary	concern	is	to	make	sure	that	I	can	train	up	a	choir	that	is	

able	to	actually	come	in	on	a	clean	line.	That’s	a	primary	concern.	Then	also	

knowing	how	to	set	up	a	cadence.	So	I	really	don’t	care	what	happens	leading	

to	the	cadence	but	as	soon	as	you	get	to	the	cadence,	what	always	works	is	

that	there’s	a	slight	surge	and	then	you	hit	the	last	chord	and	you	relax	and	

you	breathe	throughout	the	chord.	There	are	a	lot	of	choirs	out	there	that	sing	

bang	in	tune,	but	it’s	because	of	the	sonority	that	we	(Alamire)	use	and	the	

pitch	that	we	use	and	the	voices.	How	I	layer	the	voices	is	a	very	particular	

thing	that	nobody	else	does,	which	is	why	some	of	our	final	chords	are	so	in	

tune	that	really	your	teeth	will	fall	out.	There	are	finals	in	the	Taverner,	we’ve	

just	recorded	Sheppard’s	Media	Vita,	and	everything	just	sizzles.	So	they’re	

very	important	things	and	they’re	very	trademark-y,	so	that	those	finals	just	hit	

you	right	between	the	eyes.	Especially	in	the	Eton	Choirbook	repertory.	Then	

everything	that	comes	in	between	is	very	much	singing	on	the	vowel,	lots	of	

vowel,	lots	of	vowel,	and	only	in	terms	of	consonants,	those	are	there	to	break	

up	the	vowel.	Which	is	why	there	is	just	a	feeling	of	a	very	powerful	wall	of	

sound.	I’m	very	determined	to	emphasise	that	Tudor	church	music	is	not	

ethereal.	It’s	earthy	and	it’s	gutty	and	it’s	meant	to	be	quite	testosterone	

driven.	That’s	how	it’s	written	and	the	singers	respond	to	it	so	naturally	if	

they’re	given	the	chance	to	sing	in	a	good	range.	It’s	just	a	much	richer	fuller	

sound.	But	other	people	would	prefer	to	have	their	polyphony	rather	ethereal	

and	playing	in	the	background,	as	sort	of	wallpaper.	But	I	think	there’s	more	to	

it	than	that	and	I	think	the	composers	thought	that	too.	

This	idea	of	achieving	a	specific	sound	world	was	the	most	frequent	response	to	question	2.2,	

mentioned	not	only	by	David	Skinner,	but	also	by	Peter	Phillips	and	Stephen	Layton.	Peter	

Phillips	described	establishing	the	core	sound	of	an	ensemble	as	like	setting	up	an	instrument	

and	preparing	to	play	on	it:	
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The	first	thing	you	need	to	address	is	the	sound	that	the	group	of	singers	in	

front	of	you	is	making.	Everything	depends	on	the	quality	of	the	instrument,	

and	I	do	see	that,	though	these	are	individuals	and	it’s	really	good	that	they	

are,	in	the	end	they’re	collectively	forming	an	instrument	on	which	I	can	play	

great	music.	The	important	thing	is	actually	the	sound	that	they	make	together	

and	whether	they	can	sustain	that	sound	across	the	whole	concert.	A	keyboard	

player	sits	at	his	instrument	and	automatically	everything	is	in	place,	as	long	as	

it’s	been	well	tuned.	I	demand	that	kind	of	high	specification	from	the	singers	

in	front	of	me.	The	next	stage	is	that	the	audience	will	think,	“Wow,	this	is	a	

sound	that’s	really	attractive,	seductive	even.”	Then	they	will	want	to	explore	

the	music,	which	can	be	extremely	complicated,	but	I	don’t	want	them	to	be	

put	off	by	the	complication.	I	want	them	to	be	drawn	in	and	to	explore	the	

music	at	any	speed	of	understanding	that’s	available	to	them.	They	may	just	

think,	“That’s	a	very	nice	sound.	I’ve	had	a	lovely	time.	I’ve	been	taken	out	of	

my	little	world	and	put	somewhere	more	restful”	or	they	might	say	“Wow!	

Listen	to	the	counterpoint	in	that	one.”	An	eight-part	piece	by	Palestrina	is	an	

amazing	experience	if	you	can	hear	all	the	detail,	and	it’s	part	of	the	job	of	the	

instrument	to	convey	that	detail.	So	that’s	my	starting	point.	So	first	and	

foremost	it’s	about	the	sound	of	the	ensemble	itself.	The	blend	and	the	

quality	of	the	voices	that	you’ve	got	there	is	the	first	thing	you	want	people	

to	think	about?	That’s	right.	So	you	need	to	choose	them	(the	voices)	very	

carefully.	I	don’t	run	a	group	which	has	a	completely	fixed	membership,	but	the	

deputies	who	come	in	are	few	and	they	are	very	experienced.	We	occasionally	

get	a	completely	new	person,	but	these	deputies	will	know	just	as	well	as	the	

regulars	what’s	going	on.	When	we	started,	the	information	out	there	about	

what	I	wanted	was	minimal,	but	now	these	young	people	come	in	and	they	

have	grown	up	with	the	sound	of	The	Tallis	Scholars	all	around	them,	and	they	

know	exactly	what’s	wanted.	

Stephen	Layton	reflected	a	similar	idea	of	moulding	the	overall	sound	of	the	ensemble:	

It	would	be	a	world	of	sound;	the	‘colour’	of	sound;	and	that	sound	world	

would	both	reflect	the	emotion	and	the	feeling	of	the	text.	And	within	that	

sound	world	would	be	included	all	of	the	technical	aspects	of	blend,	

intonation	and	rhythm.	But	I	come	at	it	primarily	from	something	that	is	a	

sound	colour,	and	I	have	different	colours	for	different	sounds	in	my	mind	for	

different	sorts	of	music	and	text;	but	I’m	all	about	creating	sound	from	the	
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singers.	I	want	to	do	that	with	my	hands	and	with	my	body	and	with	my	

eyes:	my	prime	fascination	is	how	we	can	mould	a	sound.	

Edward	Wickham	and	John	Potter	also	emphasise	the	overall	sound	in	their	responses.	

However,	as	directors	of	one-to-a-part	ensembles	(as	opposed	to	the	ensembles	run	by	David	

Skinner,	Peter	Phillips	and	Stephen	Layton	which	all	have	multiple	voices	on	each	part)	their	

sound	world	is	one	much	more	marked	by	the	independence	of	individual	lines.	John	Potter	

described	a	very	subtle	negotiation	between	individual	parts	that	would	ideally	arise	out	of	the	

communication	between	singers	in	the	moment,	as	opposed	to	being	enforced	by	a	conductor:	

I	sang	for	many	years	now	in	a	group	called	The	Hilliard	Ensemble	which	is	

famous	for	its	blend	and	all	that	kind	of	stuff.	We	didn’t	ever	discuss	any	of	it.	

And	again	I	think	that	that’s	why	an	awful	lot	of	conducting	is	redundant	

because	the	conductors	would	go	through	talking	about	all	that	stuff	and	the	

singers	just	get	bored	frankly.	Because	if	you’re	a	good	musician,	you	just	need	

to	sing	something	and	listen	to	it	and	then	you	put	it	right.	It	doesn’t	need	a	

great	spiel	from	someone	to	tell	you	how	to	do	it.	So	what	are	the	things	

you’re	thinking	about	then?	I’m	just	enjoying	what	they're	doing	mostly	and	if	

anything	sticks	out	as	being	not	right	then	I	would	try	and	urge	them	to	do	it	

differently.	Okay,	and	when	you’re	in	the	group	performing	yourself,	are	

there	specific	things?	Well	you	listen,	I	mean	it’s	quite	a	subtle	thing	I	suppose	

but	a	lot	of	work	I	do	is	singing	one	voice	to	a	part	with	two	or	three	or	four	

other	singers	which	doesn’t	have	a	director	at	all.	The	way	that	music	works	is	

that	everyone	is	giving	information	and	receiving	information	the	whole	time	

and	you	just	take	that	in	and	you	adjust	yourself	on	a	kind	of	micro	level	as	you	

go	along,	it	doesn’t	need	a	lot	of	talk.	So	I'm	getting	the	impression	that	it’s	

mostly	about	the	conversation,	about	the	responding	to	each	other.	That’s	a	

good	word,	conversation,	yeah.	I’ve	talked	about	negotiation	quite	a	lot	but	it’s	

very	similar.	

Edward	Wickham	was	also	consistent	in	his	answers	to	both	question	2.2	and	2.3	in	

emphasising	the	role	of	the	horizontal	line	within	a	performance:	

The	music	that	The	Clerks	have	cut	our	teeth	on	in	the	past	has	been	music	

where	the	horizontal	line	is	very	important.	One	of	my	main	concerns	when	

we've	been	looking	at	music	of	Ockeghem	and	Josquin,	Busnois	and	Dufay	and	

these	sorts	of	people,	is	to	try	and	tease	out	that	elusive	balance	between	the	

horizontal	and	the	vertical.	Well,	at	least	not	exactly	the	vertical,	but	the	
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horizontal	and	a	natural	concern	for	blend.	Now,	that's	been	achieved,	I	think	

at	least	partly	through	the	way	that	we’ve	set	ourselves	up	as	a	group	with	

doubling	on	the	outer	voices	and	then	a	single	voice	in	the	middle.	It	means	

those	inner	voices,	which	can	sometimes	be	the	voices	which	thicken	the	

texture	too	much,	can	be	very	individualistic.	The	singers	that	I've	been	drawn	

towards	have	been	those	who	can	bring	some	sense	of	individualism	or	

character	to	those	inner	parts.	Whereas	the	upper	voices	are	ones	where,	the	

outer	voices,	I	think	the	concern	perhaps	where	we	double	up	is	perhaps	to	

have	something	which	is	slightly	more	blended,	particularly	in	the	upper	voices,	

because	we	all	know	we're	drawn	very	much	to	the	sound	of	the	upper	voice	

and	our	expectations	are	of	something	which	is	just	a	little	more	unruffled,	

whilst	still	maintaining	some	character.	We	did	experiment	for	a	while	with	

having	a	male	and	female	on	the	top	part	blending	together.	I	quite	like	that	

actually	because	you	kind	of	get	a	bandwidth	in	the	sound,	which	you	don't	

necessarily	get	with	two	countertenors.	But	we	now	have	two	females	on	the	

top	part	and	that’s	primarily	because	it	gives	us	more	flexibility	with	the	kind	of	

repertoire	that	we	do.	Now,	that	I	would	say	is	something	that's	particularly	

concerned	me	with	that	repertoire.	One	other	thing	I	would	say	is	that	one	of	

the	things	we	did	a	lot	of	at	the	beginning	of	the	last	decade	was	reading	from	

facsimile.	So,	we	did	performances	and	recordings,	not	just	workshops,	but	

actually	put	ourselves	on	stage	and	did	that.	I'm	convinced	it	achieved	

something	of	that	balance	that	I'm	talking	about	between	a	concern	for	the	

individual	line	and	yet	that	closeness,	that	intimacy,	which	creates	a	kind	of	

communal	experience.	That	comes	from	reading	your	own	part	and	not	having	

a	score,	but	actually	also	being	gathered	around	one	book	or	one	part,	which	

necessarily	brings	much	into	closer	focus.	I	think	sound	wise	that	changed	the	

group.	Of	course	in	live	performance	the	visual	and	the	aural	are	so	closely	

linked	that	I	suspect	that	seeing	people	on	stage,	seeing	that	directed	people's	

ears	in	a	different	kind	of	way	as	well.	So	there's	a	visual	prompt	to	hearing	the	

music	in	a	particular	way	as	well.	So	for	that	kind	of	repertoire,	I'd	say	that	was	

very	much	a	concern.	We've	done	less	of	the	repertoire	which	requires	a	more	

static	or	vertical	approach	to	things.	

His	response	to	question	2.3	emphasises	this	same	level	of	individuality	as	something	he	

wanted	to	be	recognised	by	a	reviewer:	
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I	think	something	along	the	lines	of	a	commitment	from	individual	singers	to	

their	part,	a	kind	of	constant	stimulation	from	different	vocal	lines.	Those	are	

the	sort	of	things	that	I	found	that	I	value	most.	I	don't	believe	that	this	music	

is	there	primarily	to	wash	over	you	and	wallow	in,	at	least	not	the	music	that	

we've	done.	I	think	that	Ockeghem	and	Dufay,	there's	a	different	aesthetic	at	

play	here.	Of	course,	nowadays,	one	does	encounter	this	music,	at	least	at	first,	

through	the	sense	of	the	numinous	and	this	sort	thing,	and	that's	an	entry	

point	and	that's	fine.	But	actually	the	building	blocks	of	this	music	are	very	

sophisticated	and	reward	renewed	listening,	and	reward	that	attention	to	

inner	detail	which	I	hope	that	we	can	bring	out	in	our	performances.	So,	the	

most	rewarding	review	would	entail	some	comment	on	the	fact	that	there	was	

a	commitment	to	the	horizontal	line	and	a	vibrancy.	I	constantly	go	on	about	

chamber	like	experience,	like	a	string	quartet,	the	communication	of	a	string	

quartet.	

Harry	Christophers	and	James	O’Donnell	both	followed	a	different	track	in	emphasising	the	

role	of	the	text	in	their	approach	to	performances.	James	O’Donnell	noted	how	the	physical	

act	of	pronouncing	the	words	affects	all	other	interpretative	decisions	when	performing	a	

piece:	

I	think	when	you're	singing	text,	the	integrity	of	the	text	and	its	formative	

influence	on	the	composer’s	musical	ideas,	the	actual	physical	properties	of	the	

words,	and	the	enunciation	of	the	word,	and	sonorities	of	the	word,	and	the	

accents	within	a	textual	phrase,	are	a	very	important	intellectual	factor.	I	think	

that's	a	big	part	of	the	way	I	approach	interpreting	and	conducting	any	kind	of	

repertoire,	whereby	definition	of	text	is	going	on	at	different	rates,	in	different	

ways,	and	in	different	parts.	The	interaction	in	conversation	within	the	text,	

which	I	find	is	often	the	most	important	and	sometimes	the	most	difficult	thing	

to	get	right.	What	sort	of	a	conversation	is	it?	Is	it	a	lively	conversation?	Is	it	a	

more	reflective	conversation?	Is	it	reactive?	Is	it	proactive?	Is	it	combative?	Or	

is	it	more	tranquil	and	collaborative?	All	of	this.	I	find	the	internal	discourse	of	

a	polyphonic	work	the	most	appealing	and	most	attractive	elements	to	think	

about.	

Harry	Christophers	made	a	similar	point	about	the	interdependence	of	text	and	phrasing:		

The	words	and	the	shape	of	the	music.	They’re	two	very	simple	things.	If	you	

don’t	allow	the	music	to	have	a	shape,	and	an	ebb	and	a	flow,	then	it	becomes	
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boring.	It	just	becomes	a	beautiful	sound	but	actually	it	is	not	doing	anything	

to	anybody.	That	is	then	governed	by	the	way	we	interpret	the	words	and	the	

phrases	accordingly.	

Robert	Hollingworth’s	comments	combined	several	of	the	themes	mentioned	above,	as	he	

spoke	of	the	importance	of	getting	singers	to	fully	realise	the	emotional	impact	of	a	text	when	

shaping	their	individual	line:	

The	ones	I	would	concentrate	on	more,	in	general,	because	singers	tend	to	

think	about	it	less,	are	the	emotion	in	the	sound,	putting	their	feelings	about	

the	text	and	the	music	into	the	sound,	and	not	just	assuming	that	the	music	

will	do	the	work	for	them.	I	think	singers	can	be	quite	lazy	if	you	let	them,	and	

insisting	on	really	expressive	lines,	trying	to	make	sure	that	one	line	has	a	

beginning,	a	middle	and	end,	a	real	journey,	and	then	on	that	line,	it’s	affected	

by	the	other	lines.	It’s	back	to	the	interdependence	of	the	lines,	but	then	we	

spend	half	our	time	on	language	and	the	subtleties	of	French	and	Italian	and	

German,	that	kind	of	thing.	

Robert	Hollingworth	was	the	only	interviewee	to	mention	emotion	in	response	to	question	

2.2,	yet	that	was	a	common	response	to	question	2.3.	David	Skinner,	Harry	Christophers,	

Stephen	Layton,	John	Potter	and	Robert	Hollingworth	all	mentioned	that	having	a	reviewer	say	

that	they	had	received	an	emotional	experience	was	the	highest	praise	for	which	they	could	

ask.	Robert	Hollingworth,	in	line	with	his	comments	about	the	comedic	influence	of	his	father	

in	question	2.1,	most	wanted	for	a	reviewer:	

That	they	had	been	entertained,	because	we	are	in	the	entertainment	business.	

You	may	not	like	it.	Entertainment	may	be	a	dirty	word	and	I	think	a	lot	of	my	

colleagues	would	expect	me	to	say	that,	but	the	point	is	people	are	paying	£30	

for	a	ticket.	If	they	did,	why	should	they	leave	the	comfort	of	their	own	homes	

to	have	something	they	can	hear	on	a	CD?	Again,	you	see,	we’re	outside	the	

world	of	Tudor	polyphony	here.	We’re	talking	about	the	world	of	music,	of	

vocal	performance	generally.	I	think	they	should	be	moved.	By	entertainment	I	

mean	they	should	get	something	that	they	can’t	get	sitting	at	home,	so	they	

should	be	moved.	They	should	feel	a	range	of	emotions,	and	they	should	come	

away	having	some	sort	of	response	to	the	music.	

David	Skinner	summed	up	his	approach	by	saying	that	he	hopes	he	does	not	bore	his	audience:	
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I	think	it’s	important	that	nothing	is	boring,	and	my	greatest	fear	about	any	

concert	is	that	I’m	boring	people.	I	talk	all	the	time	in	my	concerts.	I	talk	about	

the	music.	I	set	it	up.	Because	a	concert	of	sixteenth	century	music	is	quite	

heavy	going,	if	you	don’t	break	it	up	with	some	chat	then	I	think	you	could	lose	

your	audience	quite	clearly.	Some	of	the	chat	is	academic;	most	of	it	is	quite	

anecdotal,	quite	funny.	I	try	to	get	them	to	laugh	and	bring	them	on	my	side.	

We	(Alamire)	did	this	concert,	the	Cadogan	Hall,	a	couple	of	weeks	ago	and	it	

was	a	good	example	of	what	I	like	to	do.	We	had	a	reviewer	there	and	she	

wrote	exactly	what	I	would	have	written	were	I	to	be	at	that	concert.	It’s	the	

idea	that	you	know	what	you’re	going	to	get	with	Alamire,	because	of	the	

academic	background	to	it,	that	you’re	going	to	learn	something.	You’re	going	

to	go	away	from	the	performance	and	have	learnt	something.	Not	only	that,	

you	are	treated	to	a	very	energised	performance,	perfectly	in	tune,	beautifully	

phrased.	There	are	moments	where	your	heart	stops	because	it’s	so	quiet	and	

hushed,	and	other	times	when	you’re	so	excitable	because	it	gets	very	loud	and	

quite	powerful.	Contrast.	In	those	days	a	very	famous	musicologist,	which	I	

won’t	mention	the	name,	his	thoughts	about	polyphony	was	that	you	get	the	

singers	to	start	a	line	of	music	and	then	think	about	the	lawn	mowing,	think	

about	gardening	or	something.	Don’t	interpret	it;	the	composer	already	did	

that	for	you.	But	I	don’t	think	that’s	the	case.	I	mean	singers	have	emotions	

and	we	react	to	what’s	put	in	front	of	us.	Music	has	very	clear	signposts	and	a	

lot	of	reviewers	do	recognise	that	we	identify	those	signposts.	Why	do	we	get	

into	this	in	the	first	place:	because	performances	out	there	aren’t	what	you	

imagine.	For	me	I	make	the	records	really	not	for	the	public,	I	make	them	for	

me.	If	I	like	them,	great,	and	you	know	I’ve	got	them	forever	and	I	can	listen	to	

them.	If	reviewers	don’t	like	it,	if	they	do,	great,	but	you	know	it’s	a	very	

competitive	world	out	there	and	you	don’t	know	who’s	going	to	be	reviewing	

you.	More	often	than	not	the	reviews	are	rather	mixed.	But	that	would	be	it:	

that	they	go	away	having	learnt	something	and	also	treated	to	a	very	

energised	and	emotional	performance.	

Harry	Christophers	answered	question	2.3	saying:	

It’s	basically	what	it	does	to	their	emotion,	and	that’s	exactly	the	same	with	

the	audience.	The	audience	are	much	more	important	to	me	that	any	critic.	I’d	

had	a	review	from	Richard	Morrison	or	The	Times,	and	he	said	something	like,	

“I	know	what	heaven	is	all	about,”	something	to	that	effect.	That	I’ve	touched	
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the	person,	we’ve	touched	them	in	our	performance,	that’s	perhaps	to	me	the	

greatest.	

Stephen	Layton	answer	to	question	2.3	focussed	on	the	interpretation	of	the	text,	consistent	

with	his	response	to	question	2.2:	

The	text	in	the	music;	the	inner	meaning	in	the	music,	whether	it	be	choral	or	

instrumental	or	something	that	spoke	to	them.	In	other	words,	whatever	

they	felt	there	was	in	the	music	in	terms	of	a	meaning,	if	such	a	thing	could	

be	categorized:	something	left	the	stage	and	spoke	to	them	very	directly.	

John	Potter	noted	that	it	is	difficult	to	say	what	an	audience	member	will	think	of	a	

performance,	because	their	own	life	experiences	are	informing	their	listening:	

The	thing	about	any	performance	is	that	it’s	kind	of	completed	in	the	head	of	a	

listener,	and	a	reviewer	is	just	going	to	be	one	listener	among	many	hundreds,	

and	they’re	all	going	to	receive	something	different	whatever	you	do.	So	I	

suppose	the	answer	is	something	to	the	fact	that	the	reviewer	understood	

what	the	singer	is	trying	to	do	maybe.	Understood	on	an	emotional	level	or	on	

a	theoretical	level?	No,	I	think	on	an	emotional	level	probably.	You’d	want	to	

transcend	all	the	technical	stuff	in	some	way.	

Peter	Phillips	described	a	disappointment	in	reviews	which	only	comment	on	the	ethereal	

quality	of	his	ensemble	and	fail	to	see	his	work	in	structuring	a	performance:	

They	always	go	on	about	beauty.	It’s	always	perfect	tuning	and	perfect	

balance.	I	haven’t	had	a	critic	recently	that	said	the	tuning	was	awful	and	the	

tenors	are	too	loud	or	something;	I	haven’t	had	that	for	years.	They	got	a	bit	

educated	and	noticed	that	the	sound	is	made	up	of	good	balance	and	tuning.	I	

suppose	what	one	really	wants	is	that	the	reviewer	has	understood	what	I’ve	

been	trying	to	do	interpretatively.	It’s	not	good	enough	to	say	beautiful	or	

heavenly.	The	kind	of	thing	I	go	for	in	a	performance	is	to	get	to	know	the	

architecture	of	a	long	difficult	piece	like	a	Tallis	antiphon,	Gaude	Gloriosa	or	

something.	If	the	reviewer	picks	up	that	I’ve	got	that	sense	of	architecture	and	

know	how	to	use	it,	that	will	be	quite	advanced	criticism.	

Having	delved	into	the	individual	approaches	used	by	the	interviewees	in	constructing	their	

own	performing	style,	they	were	now	asked	to	engage	with	each	of	the	recordings	from	the	

1920s.	The	same	questions	were	asked	for	each	of	the	four	recordings,	but	focusing	on	one	

recording	at	a	time	(in	the	same	order	as	they	are	presented	on	the	Accompanying	CD).	In	this	
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way	each	set	of	answers	built	on	the	interviewee’s	experience	of	listening	to	the	previous	

recording.		

5.3	BACKGROUND	TO	THE	PERIOD	RECORDINGS	

Questions	3.1	and	3.2	were	designed	to	gauge	the	level	of	familiarity	that	each	interviewee	

had	with	the	process	of	listening	to	old	recordings.	All	of	the	interviewees	had	at	least	listened	

to	some	old	recordings	before,	even	if	these	had	been	only	instrumental	recordings	(as	in	the	

case	of	Stephen	Layton)	or	not	quite	as	early	as	the	ones	in	the	present	study	(Edward	

Wickham	said	he	was	more	familiar	with	recordings	from	the	1950s).	Several	of	the	

interviewees	were	very	familiar	with	old	recordings,	with	Christopher	Page,	Peter	Phillips	and	

Edward	Wickham	being	very	aware	of	the	work	of	Timothy	Day	at	the	National	Sound	Archive	

of	the	British	Library,	and	David	Skinner	having	used	old	recordings	himself	in	teaching	courses	

at	Cambridge.	

5.4	COMMENTARY	ON	RECORDING	1	

Questions	4.1	to	4.9	asked	interviewees	to	engage	with	the	recording	of	Byrd’s	Ave	Verum	

performed	by	The	English	Singers	in	1924	(track	1).	When	asked	if	they	were	familiar	with	the	

ensemble	The	English	Singers	(question	4.1)	none	of	the	interviewees	said	that	they	were	very	

familiar	with	them,	though	some	had	done	some	initial	research	to	find	out	who	they	were.		

Questions	4.2	and	4.3	were	designed	to	work	in	sequence,	the	former	eliciting	the	

interviewee’s	first	impression	(What	are	your	first	reactions	to	that	recording?),	followed	by	a	

more	critical	assessment	in	answer	to	the	latter	(How	would	you	assess/review	that	

performance	if	it	were	given	today?).	This	was	to	control	for	any	allowances	being	made	by	

interviewee	subjects	for	the	circumstantial	and	technological	differences	when	it	came	to	

making	recordings	in	the	early	twentieth	century	as	opposed	to	today,	which	may	have	

prevented	them	from	having	the	same	expectations	as	they	would	for	a	modern	choir.		

Some	interesting	and	contrasting	answers	arose	in	response	to	question	4.2,	as	some	of	the	

interviewees	had	opposing	views	on	key	stylistic	features,	including	the	choice	of	tempo,	the	

quality	of	the	tuning,	the	amount	of	portamento	and	rubato,	and	the	emotional	impact	of	the	

performance.	Regarding	tempo,	Christopher	Page	thought	that	the	performance	had	a	rushed,	

breathless	quality,	which	he	attributed	to	the	ensemble	having	to	record	the	piece	within	the	

limited	time	available	on	a	recording	cylinder:	
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So	it’s	not	far	off	the	time	limit	of	what	they	could	get	onto	a	cylinder	at	that	

time.	You	can	tell	that	they’re	hurrying	it	in	places.	You	can	also	tell	that	

they’re	nervous	by	their	breathing.	Some	phrases	are	broken	in	a	way	that	I	

can’t	believe	they	would	do	if	they	weren’t	nervous,	if	they	didn’t	feel	rushed,	

which	I	think	they	probably	do.	

However,	Edward	Wickham	considered	that,	for	a	one-per-part	group,	the	tempo	was	slower	

than	one	would	take	it	today.	He	thought	that	this	was	perhaps	attributable	to	them	copying	a	

cathedral	performing	tradition	but	with	the	resources	of	a	vocal	consort:	

Well,	I'm	quite	interested	by	how	reverential	it	is	for	a	four	part	group,	one	to	a	

part,	how	similar	the	gestures	are	to	the	gestures	of	a	traditional	cathedral	

choir.	I	mean,	I	don't	know	whether	these	singers	emerge	from	that	tradition.	

One	assumes	that	they	must	do.	What	it	sounds	like	is	that	they	are	trying	to	

reproduce	the	gestures	that	one	might	be	capable	of	doing	with	a	bigger	choir	

with	a	smaller	group	and	just	about	managing	them	because	they	were	

reasonably	good	singers.	I	think,	nowadays,	if	you	do	the	one	to	a	part	thing,	

you	might	do	it	a	bit	speedier	and	actually	go	for	a	long,	more	coherent	line	as	

opposed	to	going	for	that	more	spread,	atmospheric	kind	of	approach.	

Edward	Wickham	reiterated	this	assessment	in	his	answer	to	question	4.3:	

Well,	if	I	was	reviewing	it	today,	I	think	I'd	probably	say	pretty	much	the	same	

thing,	that	they're	attempting	one	thing	with	the	resources	of	another	thing.	

One	would	probably	comment	on	the	slight	tuning	problems	as	well.	We	expect	

something	somewhat	different	now.	I	did	notice	that	the	internal	tuning	is	

pretty	good,	so	it	may	just	be	a	problem	with	the	technology.	And	the	

swooping	may	be	regarded	as	a	little	bit	anachronistic	now.	

Peter	Phillips	commented:	

My	main	criticism	is	that	they	don’t	really	sing	the	lines	legato	in	the	way	that	I	

would	have	them.	It’s	pretty	well	syllable	to	syllable,	like	a	madrigal,	and	each	

syllable	played	up.	So	the	mor-	of	mortis	was	overstated	rather	than	

considering	the	whole	line	as	a	melody	and	going	to	the	end	of	it,	which	is	

what	I	call	proper	legato.	They	haven’t	quite	got	that	stylistically	yet.	

Peter	Phillips	extended	this	assessment	in	his	answer	to	question	4.3:	
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They’re	playing	it	up,	they’re	kind	of	imposing	meaning	on	it.	Actually,	it’s	a	

really	simple	piece,	but	it’s	hugely	effective	if	you	leave	it	alone.	That	lovely	“O	

Jesu”,	it	just	needs	to	be	sung	sympathetically	and	whilst	listening	to	the	other	

singers	around	you	and	making	sure	everything’s	just	in	place.	That’s	all	that’s	

needed	with	a	lot	of	this	music.	I’m	sure	they	come	from	a	madrigal	starting	

point,	which	I	suspect	was	current.	Also,	you	have	to	remember	that	people	in	

1920	would’ve	been	brought	up	a	very	long	time	before	that,	especially	in	the	

cathedral	choirs.	They	could’ve	been	brought	up	in	1850.	They	would	have	had	

a	high	Victorian	view	of	words	and	sound,	and	that	is	what	I	mean	by	old-

fashioned.	

There	were	also	differences	of	response	to	the	tuning	of	the	ensemble.	Harry	Christophers	and	

Robert	Hollingworth	both	found	the	tuning	questionable,	with	the	former	describing	it	as	

“…terrible…”	and	the	latter	as	“…slightly	dodgy…”.	Yet	Christopher	Page,	David	Skinner	and	

Stephen	Layton	described	the	positive	quality	of	the	tuning.	Christopher	Page	said:	

The	tuning	seems	to	me,	for	people	who	had	presumably	very	rarely	benefited	

from	hearing	themselves,	not	at	all	bad.	

When	asked	how	they	would	review	the	performance	if	it	was	given	by	a	choir	today	(question	

4.3)	Harry	Christophers	again	referred	to	the	poor	tuning:	

The	trouble	is,	as	singing,	it’s	not	even	good	amateur	singing.	Having	said	that,	

I’d	want	everybody	to	try	to	sing	this	music.	But	it	just	shows	how	hard	it	is.	

Some	of	the	voices	are	not	supported,	so	they’re	not	thinking.	Decent	tuning	

and	wayward	singing.		

Christopher	Page,	James	O’Donnell,	Robert	Hollingworth	and	Edward	Wickham	commented	on	

the	use	of	portamento,	while	John	Potter	was	surprised	that	there	was	not	more	of	it	

compared	to	recordings	he	had	heard	from	even	earlier	in	the	twentieth	century.	John	Potter	

spoke	of	how	much	the	use	of	portamento,	vibrato	and	rubato	had	declined	by	the	1920s:	

Because	by	the	‘20s	people	were	already	using	recordings	as	models,	so	it	

would’ve	been	typical	of	the	period.	Whereas	if	you’d	gone	back	20	years,	you	

probably	wouldn’t	find	other	recordings.	I	mean	all	the	things	that	are	there	

embryonically	would	have	been	much	more	present	20	years	before	seemingly.	

And	if	you’d	listen	to	two	or	three	different	ensembles,	they	would	have	been	

very	different	from	each	other.	Here,	already,	it’s	got	the	later	twentieth	
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century	choral	stuff	in	embryo	really.	There’s	not	a	lot	of	vibrato	and	

portamento	and	rubato	but	there's	some.	

Indeed,	David	Skinner	and	Robert	Hollingworth	were	also	surprised	by	the	relative	lack	of	

vibrato	compared	with	their	expectations.	David	Skinner	stated:	

I’m	surprised,	for	the	1920s,	just	how	little	vibrato	there	is.	I’m	quite	surprised	

by	that	‘cause	I’ve	heard	a	lot	of	early	recordings	and	they	tended	to	sing	with	

a	lot	of	shake.	So	they’re	quite	aware	that	in	order	to	bring	across	this	music	

you	had	to	have	some	sort	of	line	and	not	so	wobbly.	I	always	hate	to	say	‘no	

vibrato’	because	we	all	sing	with	vibrato,	it’s	just	there,	it	loosens	the	voice.	

Robert	Hollingworth	reflected	on	how	the	presence	of	vibrato,	rubato	and	portamento	still	

came	together	to	produce	what	he	considered	an	emotional	performance:	

What	I	love	about	it	is	the	music	doesn’t	seem	to	suffer	just	because	they’re	

using	a	lot	of	vibrato,	or	having	said	that,	a	lot	of	it	is	very	straight	singing.	It’s	

still	a	very	recognizable	piece.	The	rubato	they	used,	the	rhythmic	pushing	

forward	and	giving	back,	is	within	a	stylistic	frame	that	works.	It’s	still	pulling	

at	a	tempo,	as	opposed	to	changing	it	so	much	that	they’ve	actually	broken	the	

tempo	and	you	can’t	therefore	relate	one	section	to	another.	It	keeps	you	

listening.	There’s	a	lot	of	personal	intensity	in	the	sound	that’s	not	just	there,	

because	you	could	use	vibrato	in	a	very	boring	way.	It’s	quite	an	emotional	

performance,	but	it	depends	really.	You	can	say	no,	they’re	using	vibrato,	but	

it’s	still	a	dull	performance.	The	basics	of	their	expression	are	so	far	from	where	

we	are	now,	it’s	like	comparing	a	ship	and	skis	as	a	way	to	get	around.	I	can	

see	why	you	would	ask	some	specialists	to	listen	to	that.	Just	listen	to	the	voice,	

one	uses	a	bit	more	vibrato.	There’s	a	lot	of	specifics	in	there,	it’s	obvious	to	

you	and	me,	I’m	sure	most	people	listening	to	it.	It’s	the	specifics.	It’s	the	

portamento.	It’s	the	pulling	around.	It’s	the	slightly	dodgy	tuning.	It’s	the	not	

holding	notes	in	a	suspension	straight	so	that	you	can	use	the	dissonance.	That	

doesn’t	seem	to	matter	to	them,	but	there	does	seem	to	be	an	awful	lot	of	

personal	integrity	in	it.	Despite	the	hiss,	their	own	lines	are	crucial	and	I	think	

certainly	in	the	choral	tradition,	when	you’re	singing	two	or	three-to-a-part,	it’s	

harder	to	shape	your	own	line.	You’re	much	more	at	the	whim	of	the	

conductor.	You’re	back	to	one-to-a-part	where	you	can	really	give	to	the	line	

and	it	affects	the	others.	
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A	deliberate	focus	on	the	dissonances	was	the	main	element	Robert	Hollingworth	said	he	

would	address	if	it	were	a	performance	given	by	a	modern	choir	(question	4.3):	

I’d	say	it’s	a	very	confident	performance.	They’re	very	confident	in	themselves	

and	the	way	they	sing,	and	you	pick	them	up	on	tuning.	They’re	missing	the	

expressive	power	of	the	dissonance	is	the	one	thing	I’d	put	to	them,	and	then	

there	are	the	tuning	issues,	which	you	can	pick	up	on,	but	the	one	thing	I’d	say	

they	missed	in	there,	one	thing	they	didn’t	have	in	that	performance	would	be	

understanding	the	expressive	power	of	dissonance.	

David	Skinner	felt	that	there	was	no	emotional	interpretation	in	the	performance	at	all,	which	

he	attributed	to	the	performers’	lack	of	knowledge	of	the	historical	circumstances	of	

composition	of	the	piece:	

It’s	remarkable,	from	what	we	know	today,	just	how	ignorant	the	singers	are,	

‘cause	they’re	not	following	anything	to	do	with	the	text.	There’s	no	text	

declamation	whatsoever,	the	stress	is	often	on	the	wrong	syllable,	there’s	

absolutely	not	a	drip	of	emotion	or	interpretation	in	the	music.	They’re	actually	

doing	what	this	musicologist	I	was	mentioning	said,	they	were	just	singing	it	

through.	It	sort	of	plods	along	and	you	really	long	for	a	little	bit	of	growth,	for	a	

little	bit	of	release.	It’s	very	clear	they	don’t	understand	about	the	context	of	

the	piece	and	what	it	was	actually	originally	written	for	and	what	it’s	

background	was	and	what	Byrd	might	have	envisioned	for	this	piece.	It	comes	

from	the	Gradualia	1605,	very	much	music	for	a	recusant	Catholic	household.	

So	there	isn’t	really	an	authentic	performing	force,	but	there	would	have	been	

a	lot	of	emotion	behind	it,	and	a	lot	of	understanding	about	the	text	and	where	

that	text	sits	within	the	Mass.	Great	for	1920s.	You	can	hear	the	chords;	it’s	in	

tune.	Also,	the	edition	was	very	odd,	there	were	a	number	of	things	that	they	

just	simply	wouldn’t	do.	I	wonder	where	they	got	that	from,	especially	underlay	

at	the	end,	the	Amen.	The	pitch	in	scoring	is	completely	wrong,	which	is	one	of	

the	reasons	that	you	don’t	get	too	much	emotion	out	of	it.	I	think	we	can	say	

these	things	now,	we	can	say	it	was	wrong,	because	we	know	so	much	about	

this	music	and	so	much	about	performance	practice.	I	have	spent	most	of	my	

career	researching	the	history	of	the	choirs	in	Tudor	England.	Having	gone	into	

the	archives,	knowing	what	type	of	singers,	what	their	ages	were,	and	also	

reading	commentaries	about	how	people	sing.	We	know	a	lot.	It’s	quite	clear	

that	these	are	singers	that	are	getting	together	for	a	jolly	time,	and	just	nice	
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music	to	an	appreciative	audience.	It’s	great	for	that	period,	but	we’ve	gone	a	

long	way.	

Both	Christopher	Page	and	James	O’Donnell	made	the	point	that	it	was	hard	to	describe	the	

blend	and	balance	of	the	ensemble,	as	they	felt	it	was	affected	by	the	recording	techniques	

being	used.	James	O’Donnell	included	this	remark	alongside	a	comment	regarding	the	

different	style	of	Latin	pronunciation	compared	to	today:		

Well,	it’s	obviously	of	its	period.	We	would	think	of	that	style	of	singing	as	

rather	old-fashioned	today.	It’s	quite	a	cohesive	approach;	everybody’s	got	the	

same	kind	of	slightly	slow	vibrato.	It’s	a	slightly	laid	back	style	with	a	certain	

amount	of	stooping	to	pitch.	The	Latin	pronunciation,	there	are	quite	a	lot	of	

diphthongs	and	things	like	that	certainly	I	would	not	have,	but	probably	is	

perfectly	within	the	style	in	which	they	would	have	sung	Latin	in	those	days.	

There’s	a	good	sense	of	response	to	the	different	kinds	of	textures	of	the	piece.	

The	more	homophonic	stuff	is	not	too	four	square,	gives	it	a	sense	of	fluidity	to	

the	rhythm,	which	I	like.	Of	course,	the	texture	is	very	clear	with	one	voice	

above,	quite	well-balanced.	The	sopranos	are	quite	soft,	I	think.	Maybe	it’s	just	

the	way	it’s	recorded.	I	don’t	know.	So	it’s	fine,	a	perfectly	acceptable	account	

of	that	work.	

The	different	style	of	pronunciation,	as	well	as	the	lack	of	following	the	natural	word	stress	of	

the	text,	was	also	noted	by	Peter	Phillips	and	Stephen	Layton.	Stephen	Layton	linked	the	

failure	to	follow	word	stress	patterns	with	a	tendency	to	be	ruled	by	the	bar	line:	

It’s	not	phrased	according	to	the	Latin	text.	So	the	chords	are	all	treated	

harmonically	rather	than	any	sense	of	“Ave	verum	corpus	natum”.	None	of	

that	comes	through	in	any	Italianate	stress	of	the	Latin	words.	It	sounds	as	if	

they	probably	know	that	it’s	a	gentle	mystical	song	in	terms	of	its	“hail,	true	

body”	but	there	doesn’t	seem	to	be	a	very	strong	awareness	of	what	each	

component	and	word	means.	The	vowel	unification	doesn’t	exist.	They	

produce	different	sorts	of	vowels	between	themselves.	Having	said	that,	it	

still	sounds	pretty	beautiful.	It’s	not	a	piece	that’s	hard	to	mess	up.	It’s	

rather	remarkable	in	the	simplicity	of	how	much	it	actually	achieves	through	

simple	means,	just	in	those	first	few	bars.	What	we	think	today	about	

performing	that	piece	compared	to	that	early	recording	is	interesting:	I	think	

that	we	have	more	understanding	of	a	harmonic	rhythm	in	the	music	today;	

and	the	idea	of	that	D	major	“amen,”	we	would	naturally	say	“amen”	letting	
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that	long	note	slightly	relax	and	not	produce	a	downbeat	stress.	It	sounds	to	

me	as	if	that’s	been	sung	from	an	edition	that’s	been	barred	in	a	certain	

way,	which	makes	them	accentuate	the	downbeats;	the	strong	beats.	

Whereas	I	think	we’re	very	aware	today	that	the	bar	line	was	something	

that	came	later	and	was	a	means	to	an	end,	and	we	try	to	transcend	the	bar	

line	very	often.	

Christopher	Page	raised	the	issue	of	Latin	pronunciation	in	answer	to	question	4.3:	

I	don’t	think	people	would	know	how	to	sound	like	that	today.	It’s	partly	a	

question	of	the	colour	of	the	vowels	of	the	Latin	they’re	using,	which	are	very	

anglicised.	It’s	very	slack,	whereas	now	one	would	expect	the	vowels	to	be	

much	more	taut,	much	more	focused.	I	don’t	think	you	really	could	sound	like	

that	now,	so	it	wouldn’t	happen.	

Two	of	the	interviewees	said	the	voices	themselves	were	of	good	quality.	Peter	Phillips	

particularly	admired	the	capabilities	of	the	bass	singer.	James	O’Donnell	stated	in	response	to	

question	4.3:	

I	don’t	think	I	can	review	it	in	the	way	that	I	would	review	The	Tallis	Scholars	

singing	that	piece	or	if	it’s	Westminster	Abbey	choir	singing	that	piece	in	2013.	

I	think	you’d	have	to	listen	to	it	with	the	ears	of	1924	in	a	way.	But	to	make	a	

critique	of	it,	how	did	it	compare?	I	think	it’s	rather	good	for	that	era	and	the	

voices	are	all	well-produced	with	a	good	sense	of	capturing	the	right	kind	of	

‘affect’	or	the	text	of	the	piece.	I	could	imagine	it	being	sung	liturgically	in	that	

style	to	very	good	effect.	It	doesn’t	draw	attention	to	itself	in	the	wrong	kind	of	

way.	So	I	think	it’s	a	sensitive	approach.	

In	answer	to	question	4.3,	John	Potter	drew	an	interesting	distinction	between	assessing	the	

recording	as	a	modern	performance	within	the	mainstream	early	music	style	as	opposed	to	a	

modern	group	who	may	be	trying	to	achieve	a	radically	historical	performance	based	on	

primary	source	material:	

Well	it	would	depend	what	they're	trying	to	do.	Again,	if	they’re	trying	to	do	

something	within	the	early	music	mainstream,	you’d	say	cut	out	the	vibrato	

and	sing	it	in	tune	and	sing	it	fairly	rhythmically.	But	if	they	were	trying	to	do	

something	that	might	have	been	like	a	Tudor	performance,	you'd	have	to	ask	

them	to	think	about	the	things	that	you	don’t	like	in	that	one	because	the	

chances	are	they'd	have	done	a	lot	more	of	exactly	what	you’re	trying	not	to	
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do.	So	in	some	ways,	you’d	think,	if	they	were	trying	to	do	it	based	on	some	

research	or	something	as	to	how	the	Tudor	would	have	actually	sounded,	

you	think	they’re	actually	closer?	Yes	and	it’s	tricky	because	you	can’t	be	sure	

of	anything.	But	broadly	speaking	the	further	back	you	go	the	more	of	all	the	

stuff	that	we’ve	taken	out	of	the	music	is	present.	We	start	from	an	

assumption	that	the	music	should	be	sung	straight	and	clean	and	all	that	stuff,	

but	that’s	because	in	the	1970s	that’s	what	we	decided	it	should	be	like.	There	

is	no	evidence	that	it	should	be	sung	like	that.	You	can’t	read	any	source	from	

the	sixteenth,	seventeenth	century	and	possibly	conclude	that	it	should	be	sung	

straight,	in	tune	and	in	time.	It	simply	isn’t	there.	And	we	assume	that	when	we	

see	a	written	note	we	have	to	hit	it	bang	on.	We	were	brought	up	as	children,	

sing	the	notes,	sing	what’s	there.	That’s	only	because	we’ve	been	taught	that.	

There’s	no	historical	evidence	that	that’s	what	happened	at	all	and	there’s	

plenty	of	evidence	that	it	didn’t.	If	you	look	at	even	someone	like	Caccini,	he’s	

always	saying	“Don’t	start	on	the	note,	start	three	notes	below	it”	or	

something	like	that.	Could	you	imagine	what	that	would	sound	like	if	everyone	

did	that?	Everyone	would	think	you	were	bonkers.	So	basically	if	the	ensemble	

was	trying	to	do	something	actually	historically	informed,	I	would	explain	how	

to	do	it	but	warn	them	that	it	would	have	to	come	with	a	health	warning	when	

they	perform	it	like	that	because	everyone	will	think	they	were	mad.	

Question	4.4	asked	the	interviewee	to	put	himself	into	the	mind	of	an	imaginary	director	

shaping	the	recorded	performance,	and	suggest	what	aesthetic	values	that	director	was	trying	

to	impart.	Several	of	the	interview	subjects	suggested	that	the	major	aesthetic	concern	was	to	

let	the	music	speak	for	itself.	Peter	Phillips	and	Stephen	Layton	both	framed	this	within	a	

positive	light.	Peter	Phillips	suggested	that	this	included	paring	back	the	vocal	style	compared	

to	other	performances	around	them:	

I	think	I’ve	pretty	well	summed	up	what	I	think	they’re	going	for,	which	is	that	

they	probably	think	that	they’re	doing	rather	well	compared	to	the	Victorian	

style	performances	that	would	have	surrounded	them.	The	music	that	was	

being	written	then	was	Edwardian	style,	big	noisy	choral	music	with	lots	of	

sliding	harmonies	and	so	on.	They	must	have	thought	that	by	cleaning	out	the	

harmonies,	which	Byrd	does	anyway,	and	then	singing	them	straight,	they	

were	being	very	modern.	

Stephen	Layton	commented	that	they	did	not	seem	to	be	asserting	any	interpretation:	
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Clear	intonation,	good	ensemble	and	-	just	listening	to	that	first	bit	-	not	trying	

to	be	too	‘espressivo’.	I	think	he	was	genuinely	trying	to	let	the	music	speak	

for	itself	without	too	much	histrionics	and	interpretation	from	what	I	just	

heard	there.	

David	Skinner	also	observed	this	objective	style	of	performance,	but	he	saw	it	in	a	negative	

light:	

I	think	this	music	can	be	seen	in	two	different	ways.	I	like	to	compare	actual	

real	composers	and	contemporary	composers,	so	Josquin	and	Fayrefax,	both	

died	in	the	same	year	1521.	Their	music	is	so	polarised,	English	and	Continental	

music	at	this	period	are	so	different,	and	there	are	completely	different	

aesthetic	values	behind	it.	I	think	that	music	is	seen	by	some	composers	and	

some	performers	as	a	museum	piece,	it’s	something	you	put	under	glass	and	

you	don’t	touch	it,	it’s	just	there.	Others	see	it	very	much	as	an	emotional	

experience,	a	performance	as	a	spiritual	backdrop	for	a	prayer.	It	seems	that	

this	person	is	actually	looking	at	this	as	a	very	precious	piece	of	music	and	it’s	

just	sitting	under	a	museum	glass.	I	think	maybe	that’s	what	he	or	she	was	

trying.	I	don’t	think	there	was	a	director,	I	think	they	were	self	directed.	I	think	

they’re	all	really	just	making	it	very	coy,	pristine,	as	best	they	could	at	that	

time,	and	I	think	that’s	probably	what	they	were	thinking	they	were	achieving.	

Edward	Wickham	interpreted	the	recording	as	focusing	on	the	reverence	of	the	Eucharist,	

perhaps	related	to	David	Skinner’s	‘museum-style	performance’:	

I	guess	the	principal	motivation	or	impulse	behind	that	interpretation	must	be	

a	reverence	particularly	for	the	sanctity	of	the	Eucharist,	I	think	that	must	be	

the	main	thing	there.	Again,	perhaps,	an	appreciation	or	a	sense	that	this	was	

music	for	a	church	space	and	a	church	space	allows	you	room	for	that	kind	of	

speed	as	opposed	to	a	smaller	room	or	a	more	intimate	environment,	which	

might	necessitate	something	a	bit	faster.	Because	there's	no	acoustic	on	that	

recording	you	simply	don't	know	what's	sounding	in	the	heads	of	the	people	

singing	or	in	the	heads	of	the	director.	

In	contrast,	Christopher	Page	felt	that	the	performers	were	trying	too	hard	to	force	an	

interpretation	on	the	piece.	He	also	noted	that	the	primary	concern	may	just	have	been	to	get	

a	recording	made,	and	that	technical	aspects	of	the	recording	process	may	have	changed	they	

way	they	performed:	
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It’s	somewhat	madrigalian.	I	think	they	are	trying	to	be	more	expressive	in	the	

sense	of	making	musical	events	somehow	project	a	rhetoric	in	the	text.	They	

clearly	are	doing	that.	I	would	prefer	it	more	objective	and	more	stood	back,	

but	maybe	that’s	just	a	very	English	thing.	I	suspect	their	main	concern	is	to	get	

it	onto	the	cylinder	in	time,	before	it	runs	out,	and	with	everything	more	or	less	

audible.	I’m	sure	that	some	of	them	have	been	told	to	sing	louder	than	they	

were	used	to,	to	try	to	come	through,	with	the	result	that	the	person	at	the	top	

sounds	even	weaker.	I’m	not	sure	how	many	of	whatever	artistic	concerns	

were	articulated	in	the	making	of	that	performance	survived	once	they	got	

down	to	the	very	hard	matter	of	actually	getting	it	onto	the	cylinder	in	the	time	

they	had.	In	a	single	take,	no	editing.	

Harry	Christophers	and	John	Potter	preferred	to	think	that	the	main	motivation	behind	the	

performance	was	simply	enjoyment	in	singing	the	music.	Harry	Christophers	described	them	as	

“…good	amateur	enthusiasts…”.	John	Potter	again	raised	his	point	that	singers	do	not	think	in	

as	analytical	a	way	about	aesthetic	elements	as	academics	may	want	them	to:	

I	think	probably	something	fairly	undefined	about	the	beauty	of	Tudor	church	

music	and	probably	not	much	more	than	that.	Trying	to	make	a	sound	that	

they	enjoyed.	The	thing	is	when	one	approaches	it	from	an	academic	point	of	

view,	we’re	thinking	of	all	these	kinds	of	categories	and	parameters	and	all,	

but	it’s	not	an	instinctive	way	to	think	and	unless	they	were	doing	it	as	kind	of	

an	academic	thing,	which	I’m	absolutely	sure	they	weren’t,	they	simply	

wouldn’t	think	that	way.	They	would	get	some	kind	of	inchoate	satisfaction	

from	making	the	phrases	work	and	feeling	that	it	had	worked	when	they	got	to	

the	end	without	perhaps	knowing	why.	So	it’s	something	about	beauty	and	

more	about	the	style	in	general	as	opposed	to	this	particular	text,	do	you	

think?	Yes.	I	guess	they	would’ve	known	what	the	text	meant	but	I	know	it's	

very	unlikely	for	them	being	fluent	Latin	speakers.	So	there	would	be	a	general	

sense	that	this	is	a	sacred	text	and	therefore	we	have	to	kind	of	sing	it	in	a	

respectful	way,	but	again	I	doubt	if	they	even	discussed	it.	They	would’ve	just	

enjoyed	singing	it.	

James	O’Donnell	and	Robert	Hollingworth	thought	the	singers	were	mostly	concerned	about	

their	role	in	the	ensemble.	James	O’Donnell	described	the	performance	as	having	a	sense	of	

coherence	across	the	group:	
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They	seem	to	be	trying	to	produce	a	well-balanced,	coherent	ensemble.	I’m	not	

sure	about	that	blend	of	the	words,	I	think	that’s	a	slightly	difficult	thing	to	talk	

about,	but	they’re	not	singing	in	different	styles.	They’re	all	trying	to	sing	in	the	

same	way	within	the	same	piece	of	music.		

Robert	Hollingworth	noted	that	each	voice	was	maintaining	its	own	integrity	within	the	

ensemble,	a	quality	he	thought	was	lost	among	current	performers:	

It’s	the	individual	conviction	through	the	words.	Another	terribly	fair	thing	is	

individually	good	technical	singing,	so	notes	are	supported.	A	common	thing	

you	find	in	English	groups	now	doing	this	repertoire,	is	sacrificing	your	own	

voice	to	the	ensemble	if	necessary,	making	sure	that	the	dissonance	is	fed,	

making	the	right	noise	even	if	it	sticks	your	line	somewhere	up	behind	your	

nose.	All	of	that	was	very	well-supported	singing.	I’m	speaking	technically	now.	

I	didn’t	hear	any	bad	singing	there.	It	was	the	sort	of	good	singing	you	would	

expect	to	come	out	of	a	singing	lesson	with,	even	though	you	rarely	take	that	

stuff	to	a	singing	lesson.	

It	was	at	this	point	that	the	interviewees	were	presented	with	a	quote	from	a	

contemporaneous	review,	describing	a	similar	recording	made	by	The	English	Singers.	The	

quote	was	taken	from	the	journal	The	Musical	Times,	and	read:	

The	singers	in	the	choral	records	are,	of	course,	The	English	Singers.	Individual	

criticism	is	out	of	place	in	discussing	an	ensemble,	but	I	feel	I	must	pay	tribute	

to	the	women	singers.	The	purity	of	their	tone	and	the	ease	with	which	they	

attack	and	sustain	high	notes,	are	a	real	refreshment.	I	got	more	joy	from	the	

top	parts	of	these	choral	records	than	from	lots	of	performances	by	the	

numerous	queens	of	song.	These	choral	records	are	fine	examples	of	the	

possibilities	of	individuality	in	team	work.	The	singers	are	extraordinarily	free,	

yet	the	ensemble	is	about	as	near	perfection	as	possible.	There	is	one	small	

blemish	in	the	matter	of	blend;	I	feel	that	more	real	bass	quality	is	needed	at	

the	bottom.	I	was	not	conscious	of	this	defect	when	listening	to	the	party	at	

first	hand	some	months	ago,	so	it	is	evidently	a	matter	of	recording.190	

Question	4.5	then	asked	“Are	they	the	types	of	comments	you’d	like	to	be	said	about	your	own	

performances?”	A	significant	majority	of	the	interviewees	said	that	they	would	not	have	liked	

the	phrase	‘purity	of	tone’	to	be	used	in	a	review	of	their	own	performances.	Robert	

																																																													
190	Discus,	'Gramophone	Notes',	The	Musical	Times,	64:966:8	(August	1923),	p562.	
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Hollingworth	dismissed	the	term	as	“…of	itself	irrelevant…”.	Edward	Wickham	described	it	as	

“…a	trope	which	is	reductive…”.	David	Skinner	went	so	far	as	to	suggest	it	could	be	interpreted	

as	a	negative	judgment:		

Purity	of	tone	is	almost	an	insult	now;	it	implies	it’s	boring.	I	think	we’ve	gone	

beyond	that	now.	It	was	really	the	sound	of	King’s	College	Choir	in	the	‘50s	and	

‘60s	that	had	that	trademark	English	hooty	boy	sound,	and	that’s	what	that	

soprano’s	doing	too.	For	them	it	is	new,	you	would	expect	much	more	wobble,	

and	that’s	what	he’s	talking	about	the	control.	The	bass	is	just	simply	an	

untrained	bass,	he’s	not	resonating	at	all.	I	would	not	like	those	things	to	be	

said	about	my	choirs.	The	individuality	I	suppose	is	one	thing.	The	teamwork	is	

important.	I	think	there	are	some	of	my	colleagues	that	feel	that	the	idea	of	

blend	is	a	naughty	word	in	choral	music,	the	individual	voices	really	should	

stand	out	in	polyphony,	because	they’re	gorgeous	voices	and	they’re	

characterful	and	they’ve	got	individuality.	However,	this	is	choral	music	and	it’s	

meant	to	blend,	it	has	to	blend	or	chords	don’t	tune	and	things	don’t	happen	

together,	you	never	get	a	surge	if	people	are	doing	things	at	different	times.	So	

for	me	the	teamwork	is	a	good	idea.	My	very	important	criteria	for	selecting	

singers	is	that	you	have	two	people	on	a	part	and	they’re	working	together	but	

they	don’t	have	the	same	voice,	one	has	blade	and	the	other	has	body.	That’s	

so	the	blade	gives	you	the	absolute	in	tune	note	and	the	body	gives	the	fur	

around	it.	So	if	you	get	the	right	people,	especially	tenors	and	basses,	it’s	a	very	

powerful	thing.	I	would	love	for	someone	to	actually	comment	on	that	in	terms	

of	teamwork	and	selection	process.	I	think	anything	to	do	with	purity	of	tone,	

unless	there’s	a	very	sensitive	part	that	they’re	drawing	out	within	all	this	

emotion,	I	can	imagine	liking	that.	But	not	as	a	general	concept?	No.	

James	O’Donnell	suggested	that	the	term	had	no	real	meaning:	

I	don’t	know	what	that	means.	Does	purity	of	tone	mean	a	lack	of	vibrato	and	

a	slightly	blank	quality,	maybe?	A	slightly	impersonal	quality?	A	boy-like	voice?	

When	I	was	at	Westminster	Cathedral,	people	would	always	trot	out	that	label	

that	was	given	to	the	boys’	sound	there,	of	being	‘continental’	tone.	It	doesn’t	

really	mean	anything	because,	of	course,	all	over	the	continent	of	Europe,	you	

hear	boys’	choirs,	and	they	sound	different	from	one	another.	A	lot	of	it	

depends	on	how	they	speak	their	own	language,	so	an	Italian	or	Spanish-

speaking	choir	is	going	to	sound	very	different	from	a	German-speaking	choir	

and	so	forth.	So	I	always	found	these	expressions	a	little	bit	meaningless.	A	
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purity	of	tone,	what	does	that	mean?	Does	it	mean	the	lack	of	vibrato?	I	don’t	

know.	I	would	say	that	a	clear	voice,	a	well-produced	voice,	sounds	like	a	well-

produced	voice.	There	are	certain	singers	that	sing	in	a	particular	style,	which	

you	may	associate	with	the	epithet	‘pure’.	I	think	it’s	a	slightly	difficult	word	to	

define	and	to	apply	myself.	I’m	slightly	playing	the	devil’s	advocate	here.	I	

certainly	never	ask	people	to	sing	with	a	purer	tone	because	I	wouldn’t	know	

what	I	was	asking	them	to	do.	I	might	ask	them	to	sing	with	less	vibrato.	I	

might	ask	them	to	brighten	up	the	vowels.	I	might	ask	the	boys	to	do	

something	technically,	to	get	the	sound	a	bit	more	on	the	breath	support	and	

that	kind	of	thing,	physically	more	engaged.	I	might	have	ways	of	actually	

achieving	that	so	they	had	a	sense,	a	physical	sensation	making	the	sound	that	

I	would	like	them	to	make,	but	it’s	all	about,	really,	the	efficient	use	of	the	

voice	and	a	well-made	sound	and	all	singers	sound	different.	I	rather	like	the	

fact	that	from	year	to	year,	even	during	the	course	of	the	year,	certainly	when	

you’re	dealing	with	the	boys	who	are	growing	up,	by	definition,	within	that	five	

years,	very	quickly	until	the	end.	The	sound	of	the	choir	changes	and	matures	

and	develops	as	it	goes	on,	and	there	isn’t	much	one	could	do	about	that.	You	

can’t	force	them	to	make	the	sounds	they	were	making	two	months	ago,	the	

sound	you	want	them	to.	I’m	rambling	on	a	little	bit	but,	purity	of	tone,	not	a	

big	fan	of	that	expression.	

Stephen	Layton	said:	

Purity	of	tone?	No,	not	particularly.	I	would	say	colour	of	tone,	variety	of	tone,	

but	not	purity.	On	occasion,	perhaps,	but	purity	is	just	one	of	many,	many	

different	colours.	

Peter	Phillips	spoke	about	the	use	of	the	term	in	relation	to	his	choir	over	the	decades,	and	the	

controversy	over	women	not	being	allowed	to	sound	like	women:	

We’ve	been	through	decades	or	more	of	this	particular	one.	When	we	started	

in	1973,	if	the	critics	wanted	to	praise	us	they	would	say	that	the	women	

sounded	like	boys,	by	which	they	meant	purity	of	tone.	This	went	on	for	a	good	

twenty	years.	Actually,	it	doesn’t	compute	because	some	boys	sing	with	

vibrato.	Eventually	we	established	a	style	whereby	the	critics	clearly	thought	

that	it	was	not	appropriate	to	say	this	anymore.	There	was	also	a	huge	deal	in	

the	press	about	women	being	women	and	not	being	boys.	Again,	it	took	many	

years	to	get	over	this.	This	purity	of	tone	thing	was	just	a	banner	that	was	
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waved	around.	So	if	someone	said	that	about	your	performances	this	year,	

would	you	take	that	as	a	compliment	or	would	you	not	appreciate	it	being	

said?	It’s	so	much	more	complicated	than	that.	If	you	have	too	much	vibrato	

you	won’t	hear	the	detail.	Polyphony	consists	of	detail.	That	piece	[Byrd’s	Ave	

Verum]	doesn’t	so	much,	but	if	you’ve	got	an	eight-part	piece	with	loads	of	

lines	going	on	all	at	once,	it	must	be	clear.	Clarity	is	what	you	want,	clear	

texture.	Otherwise	you	won’t	hear	the	detail.	Purity	is	a	word	that	sounds	holy	

and	sexless.	I’m	not	very	keen	on	purity.	I	hope	it’s	not	the	opposite.	It’s	got	to	

be	something	like	pure.	It’s	just	the	inadequacy	of	the	language.	

Harry	Christophers	also	echoed	Peter	Phillips’s	point	that	the	issue	was	one	of	clarity	rather	

than	purity:	

Are	those	types	of	comments	–	the	purity	of	tone,	the	individuality	within	the	

teamwork	–	are	those	things	you'd	like	said	about	your	own	performance	

piece?	I	don’t	know.	Individuality,	yes.	Not	purity	of	tone.	One	of	the	things	I	

hate	about	early	music	groups	is	this	accent	on	a	very	thin	sound,	and	it	always	

has	a	thin	sound,	and	the	top	line,	they're	the	ones	that	people	always	

comment	on.	If	it	doesn’t	have	that	purity	in	the	top	line,	they're	not	

interested.	Vibrato	is	such	a	misused	word.	Vibrato	is	a	Baroque	term.	It	is	a	

term	of	expression.	The	fact	of	the	matter	is,	through	the	twentieth	century	

and	these	days,	you	get	some	quite	wide	vibratos	in	singers,	and	that	is	totally	

uncalled	for	and	unnecessary.	It	covers	up	a	multitude	of	sins	and	needs	to	be	

killed	straightaway.	But	normal	vibrato	is	a	very	natural	process,	and	it's	a	

warmth	of	sound.	I	don’t	dictate	to	my	singers	but	first	of	all	is	that	they	know	

how	I	want	them	to	sing.	With	my	American	group,	Handel	and	Haydn	Society,	

I	often	do	have	to	talk	about	focusing	the	sound.	It's	more	about	focus.	Vibrato	

is	often	caused	by	very	unfocused	sound	or	a	voice	that	is	trying	to	cover	up	

things	by,	therefore,	putting	on	an	uncontrolled	vibrato.	Conversely,	the	singers	

who	have	a	very	tight	vibrato,	that	actually	can	be	really	musical.	But	I	often	

talk	about	warmth	in	sound	when	I	want	more	colour,	and	that	might	be	in	

putting	more	bloom	into	the	voice	or	that	little	bit	more	vibrato.	But	as	soon	as	

it’s	becoming	distorted,	then	you	have	problems.	

Some	of	the	interviewees,	as	mentioned	in	David	Skinner’s	comment	above,	interpreted	the	

‘purity	of	tone’	remarks	as	a	criticism	of	other	styles	of	singing	present	during	the	1920s.	James	

O’Donnell	stated:	
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That	says	to	me	something	about	the	reviewer’s	taste	in	singing,	because	it’s	a	

slightly	barbed	criticism	of	the	slightly	more	demonstrative	quality	of	a	solo	

soprano,	for	example	as	opposed	to	a	more	humble-minded,	boy-like,	even	boy	

treble-like	soprano.	They	are	doing	it	at	a	very	low-pitch	and	there’s	one	

woman	singer	and	the	rest	are	men.	They	have	two	tenors	rather	than	an	alto.	

Is	that	right	or	am	I	getting	that	wrong?	He	sounds	as	if	he’s	singing	a	tenor	

part	because	a	lot	of	that	music,	if	you	do	it	at	really	low	pitch,	the	alto	and	the	

tenor	part,	(i.e.	the	middle	two	parts)	can	often	interchange	with	each	other,	

more	or	less,	all	the	time.	It	can	basically	be	in	the	same	range.	It	sounds	to	me	

as	if	he	might	be	a	gentle	tenor	rather	than	a	falsettist.	So	you’ve	only	got	one	

woman	there	and	there	aren’t	very	many	long,	sustained	high	notes	to	give	me	

an	idea	of	what	that	critic	is	talking	about.	It	seems	to	me	that	the	critic	is	

espousing	a	kind	of	cleaner,	more	objective	quality	to	the	singing,	which	he	

feels	is	more	appropriate	to	this	repertoire	than	what	he	might	have	heard	in	

another	repertoire.	I	think	that	is	very	perceptive	(of	the	reviewer).	

Robert	Hollingworth	suggested	the	comment	aimed	to	compare	the	soprano	voice	with	other	

sopranos,	rather	than	comparing	her	with	a	boy	treble:	

If	you	listen	to	most	sopranos	those	days,	you	would	expect	a	bigger	tone	and	

you	would	get	more	vibrato,	so	that’s	what	he	was	referring	to.	Whether	he’d	

be	referring	to	boys’	voices	or	not,	I	don’t	know	enough	about	1920s	choirs.	

But	if	you	listen	to	Westminster	Cathedral,	of	course,	you	wouldn’t	associate	

that	with	boys’	voices.	But	certainly,	if	you	gathered	a	general	SATB	off	the	

street,	at	that	time	I	don’t	think	you	would’ve	expected	to	hear	such	a	

controlled	performance,	emotionally	controlled	performance	and	vocally-

controlled	performance.	So	I	think	this	would’ve	been	quite	an	eye-opener	

then.	

John	Potter	agreed	that	it	was	probably	a	review	written	in	comparison	to	operatic	

performances,	rather	than	a	comparison	to	boys’	voices:	

Well,	I	would	have	thought	that’s	a	very	perceptive	review,	and	it	sort	of	

confirms	what	I	was	saying	about	it	being	embryonic,	later	twentieth	century	

stuff,	because	the	reviewer	is	writing	within	the	context	of	operatic	recordings	

and	that	kind	of	thing	of	the	time,	which	would	have	been	very,	very	different,	

obviously.	And	what	you	get	in	there	is	a	very	much	scaled-down	version	of	the	

solo	singing	that	you	would	normally	expect.	And	I	think,	certainly	compared	
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with	an	operatic	recording,	the	blend	is	immaculate,	but	you	can	still	hear	the	

individual	voices.	So	yeah	I	think	it’s	a	pretty	fair	review.	

A	number	of	the	interviewees	were	dismissive	of	judgments	in	the	review,	indicating	that	the	

poor	recording	quality	failed	to	convey	what	was	described.	This	is	particularly	interesting,	

given	that	the	original	review	was	also	of	a	recording	of	the	same	quality.	There	may	be	

resistance	today	to	the	concept	that	the	recordings	accurately	represented	the	highest	

performing	standard	of	their	day.	Christopher	Page	thought	that	the	perceived	problem	with	

the	bass	voice	could	be	put	down	to	the	recording	technology	alone:	

I	don’t	know	about	individuality,	but	certainly	it	seemed	to	value	blend.	It	

didn’t	actually	speak	about	tuning	or	intonation,	did	it?	No	it	doesn’t.	It	talks	

about	the	purity	of	the	top	notes	and	it	suggests	that	it	requires	more	bass	in	

the	blend	than	what	was	present	in	the	recording.	Well	that,	I	think,	was	very	

noticeable.	Of	course	one	doesn’t	know	what	those	cylinders	sounded	like	

when	they	were	new.	The	bass	doesn’t	record	very	well	either,	there’s	

something	rather	dry	and	not	much	low	harmonics.	Presumably	that	recording	

method	really	responds	to	a	fairly	narrow	harmonic	range.	The	bass	doesn’t	

record	terribly	well,	the	treble	doesn’t	record	very	well	either,	it’s	all	in	the	

middle,	it	seems	to	me.	

Harry	Christophers	also	referred	to	the	limitations	of	the	recording	technology:	

We’ve	no	idea	if	it	is	a	few	people	putting	their	nose	into	a	horn,	or	who’s	

projecting.	In	modern	day	recording	you	get	the	bloom	in	some	voices	further	

away	and	others	closer.	And	people	at	that	time	were	aware	of	all	those	

limitations.	Yes.	A	very	interesting	point	about	the	line.	In	the	context	of	those	

times,	yes,	I’d	agree.	Not	having	heard	many	recordings	(of	the	1920s)	but	

knowing	even	recordings	of	singers	from	20	years	later,	and	the	great	singer	

thing,	the	big	bulk	of	the	sound,	which	clearly	had	become	a	big	thing	out	

there.	That’s	the	same	with	orchestral	vibrato	and	everything.	If	you	heard	that	

you	would	be	saying,	“Gosh,	well,	we	want	something	a	bit	purer…”	Yes,	a	very	

good	point.	

Edward	Wickham	admitted	that	he	was	making	some	level	of	allowance	for	the	recording	

quality	when	he	assessed	the	performance,	particularly	in	relation	to	the	bass	voice:	

The	thing	about	the	bass,	I	didn't	really	get	that	from	that	recording.	You	

didn't	think	there	was	a	problem	with	the	amount	of	bass?	Well,	I	just	put	
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that	down	to	the	recording.	You	piece	out	the	imperfections	with	your	

thoughts,	if	you	see	what	I	mean.	You	just	imagine	what	it	might	be	like.	So,	

that	was	not	something	which	troubled	me.	

As	regards	the	comments	about	‘individuality	in	teamwork’,	the	majority	of	the	interviewees	

considered	this	a	positive	comment.	Harry	Christophers	described	the	importance	of	not	

putting	too	many	constraints	on	a	singer	if	one	wanted	to	get	the	best	result	from	them:	

Individuality,	fine	enough.	I	would	quite	like	a	little	bit	more	individuality.	

Individuality	in	my	performance?	Yes,	I	encourage	individuality	because	I	want	

to	hear	my	singers	express	themselves.	I	don’t	want	to	be	a	dictator	that’s	

making	them	sing	all	exactly	in	the	same	way,	in	an	almost	robotic	manner.	

The	great	thing	about	the	human	voice	is	it	is	completely	and	utterly	personal.	

We	haven’t	got	an	instrument.	We	haven’t	got	a	bow	to	get	the	sound.	We	

haven’t	got	a	reed	to	make	the	sound	of	the	clarinet	or	oboe.	It’s	totally	from	

ourselves,	and	as	soon	as	it	ceases	to	be	totally	from	yourself,	you're	putting	

constraints	onto	those	singers	and,	therefore,	in	my	opinion,	you’re	not	getting	

the	best	out	of	them.	

Peter	Phillips	stated:	

I	hope	my	singers	when	they’re	interpreting	polyphonic	music	feel	able	to	

shape	their	lines	and	bring	out	the	important	highlights	of	their	lines	without	

me	having	to	indicate	it	all	the	time.	In	fact	it’s	impossible	to	do	that	because	

it’s	all	so	many	things	going	on	at	once.	I	hope	they	have	the	freedom	to	bring	

out	the	important	points,	the	high	points	where	the	words	are	coming	through.	

If	the	phrase	goes	to	a	high	note,	you	want	to	crescendo	up	to	it.	I	would	

expect	them	to	do	that	instinctively	and	not	be	deterred.	That’s	the	kind	of	

freedom	that	won’t	destroy	the	polyphony.	What	you	don’t	want	is	the	thing	to	

just	go	along	mezzo	piano	without	variation,	white	sound,	no	peaks.	

When	asked	if	they	wanted	to	hear	the	recording	again	(question	4.6)	none	of	the	

interviewees	wanted	to	do	so,	and	when	asked	the	same	question	regarding	the	other	

recordings	(question	5.6,	7.6	and	8.6)	a	second	playing	was	also	declined.	Not	wanting	to	hear	

a	recording	a	second	time	was	an	understandable	response	given	the	time	constraints	on	the	

interview	process	for	all	of	the	interviewees.	Some	of	the	interviewees	also	suggested	that	the	

reason	they	didn’t	want	a	second	playing	was	that	they	had	developed	very	fast	auditory	

memory.	David	Skinner,	in	answer	to	question	4.6,	stated,	“No,	it’s	in	here	forever	now.”	This	
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is	possibly	a	skill	developed	as	a	result	of	extensive	sound	editing	in	the	production	of	choral	

recordings.		

Question	4.7	asked,	“Knowing	that	audiences	at	the	time	felt	this	way	about	performances	

such	as	the	one	you	just	heard,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	the	performance?”	

None	of	the	interviewees	felt	that	their	perception	of	the	recording	changed	after	hearing	the	

review.	Harry	Christophers	commented	that,	while	it	was	great	that	people	were	recording	this	

music	in	the	1920s,	performance	standards	had	since	changed	dramatically:	

It	is	very	interesting.	But	in	the	same	way	that	you	look	at	a	(1920s)	tennis	

match,	from	the	slowness	of	the	game	and	everything	like	that,	we've	just	

come	forward	leaps	and	bounds	in	the	modern	age	with	modern	technology	

and	everything.	

Edward	Wickham	also	reflected	that	audiences	in	the	1920s	were	perhaps	more	tolerant	than	

today:	

I	suppose	one	assumes	that	they	were	more	tolerant	of	that	kind	of	vocal	

timbre	in	the	individual	voices	than	the	critics	might	be	today.	I'm	making	

allowances	I	suppose	for	a	kind	of	change	in	the	sound	world	of	this	music.	

David	Skinner	felt	that	the	recording	met	his	expectation	of	how	people	in	the	1920s	would	

have	performed	the	music:	

I	think	that’s	what	I	would	expect	because	there’s	nothing	that	came	before	it.	

This	is	the	time	when	lay	clerks	were	still	occupying	their	positions	as	old	men,	

so	very	wobbly	60	–	70	year	old	voices.	So	this	would	have	been	a	breath	of	

fresh	air,	I	think.	It’s	like	the	first	time	I	heard	the	Academy	of	Ancient	Music	

playing	Handel’s	Water	Music	in	the	‘80s.	I	could	hear	everything	now,	using	

gut	strings	and	no	vibrato.	Now	we	listen	to	those	performances	and	they	just	

seem	boring	and	you	want	a	little	bit	more	edge	to	it.	Within	the	same	school	

of	thought	of	tuning	and	blend,	we’re	getting	a	bit	more	muscular	and	more	

daring.	That’s	a	very	careful	performance,	extremely	careful,	like	you	don’t	

want	to	break	it.	I	think	Byrd	would	be	horrified,	he	wants	his	music	sung,	he	

says	so	himself.	

A	few	of	the	interviewees	immediately	identified	that	the	process	had	revealed	the	inability	of	

words	to	adequately	describe	music,	and	how	the	meaning	of	musical	terminology	can	change	

over	time.	Peter	Phillips	stated:	
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Well	no,	I	heard	what	I	heard.	It	does	inform	my	impression	of	how	the	

reviewers	used	the	language	to	describe	sound	at	different	points	in	history,	

with	a	different	prejudice,	a	different	understanding	of	what’s	going	on.	

Probably	it’s	hope	and	prejudice	all	mixed	up	in	one.	We	have	to	live	through	

that	kind	of	writing	now.	It	is	very	hard	to	put	into	words	and	use	adjectives	

responsibly	to	convey	anything	useful	about	what’s	coming	out	as	sound.	

Christopher	Page	particularly	noted	how	the	use	of	written	descriptions	of	music	is	historically	

determined:	

It	seems	to	me	that	none	of	the	judgements	that	are	made	there	are	really	

objective	judgements.	They	are	judgements	on	the	basis	of	what	someone	

thought	they	heard	and	on	the	basis	of	what	they	particularly	admired.	A	

particular	judgement,	i.e.	that	it	is	well	blended,	is	a	judgement	that	can	be	

elicited	by	very	different	musical	results	in	different	periods.	What	can	be	

described	as	a	very	good	blend	in	1920	and	described	as	a	very	good	blend	in	

1990	can	be	very	different.	What	I	hear	is	that	in	that	particular	performance	

what	you	hear	there	was	considered	worth	eliciting	those	judgements.	There	

are	no	grounds	for	saying	that	because	someone	said	it	was	well	blended,	

while	it	may	not	sound	well	blended	now,	that	that	person	was	wrong.	It’s	

really	a	question	that	in	different	periods	the	horizon	of	judgement	is	obviously	

different,	and	what	looks	like	the	same	judgement	from	one	generation	to	the	

next	can	in	fact	have	very	different	content.	

When	asked	if	the	quote	had	made	them	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	present	in	the	

performance	(question	4.8)	Christopher	Page,	David	Skinner,	Edward	Wickham,	Harry	

Christophers	and	Stephen	Layton	stood	by	their	initial	assessment.	Robert	Hollingworth	said	

he	now	had	a	much	greater	appreciation	for	what	the	performers	were	trying	to	do	regarding	

vibrato:	

Even	though	we	hear	that	as	quite	vibrato-full	singing,	the	fact	is	that	for	them	

that	would’ve	been	a	real	cleaning	of	the	texture.	It	shows	you	more	what	they	

would’ve	been	used	to	listening	to.	

John	Potter	had	a	similarly	enhanced	appreciation	for	how	their	recording	departed	from	

prevailing	performing	styles	of	the	time:	

Well,	they	would	have	been	conscious	of	the	more	gross	vocalism	that	they	

would	have	heard	on	more	popular	records.	It’s	very	hard	to	know	what	they	
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would	have	thought.	I’m	guessing	they	thought	it	was	appropriate	to	sing	the	

music	in	a	more	scaled	down	way	than	just	picking	it	up	and	whirling	away.	

Christopher	Page	reflected	on	how	quickly	the	meanings	of	musical	terms	can	change:	

I	admire	the	way	you’ve	put	that	together.	I	think	that	what	that	shows	is	that	

judgements	about	what	people	hear	from	the	past	cannot	be	assumed	to	bear	

any	relation	to	today.	You	cannot	argue	from	what	they	say	to	an	

understanding	of	what	they’re	actually	hearing.	Because	blend	doesn’t	mean	

the	same	thing	three	generations	apart.	So	if	someone	says	in	1930	it	was	a	

well	blended	sound	that	doesn’t	mean	to	say	that	what	I	think	is	a	well	blended	

sound	is	what	they	heard	there.	This	is	a	flexible	process	in	which	the	content	

of	judgements,	what’s	conveyed	by	particular	notions	clearly	in	musical	terms,	

can	be	very	variable	from	one	generation	to	the	next.	That’s	why	we	don’t	

really	know	anything	of	the	music	of	the	past.	Probably	the	most	interesting	

thing	to	come	out	for	me	of	what	you’ve	just	done	is	that	it	shows	that	you	

could	not	really	intuit	from	that	description	what	that	ensemble	proves	to	

actually	sound	like	when	you	listen	to	a	recording	of	them,	because	you	would	

attach	different	meaning	to	the	terms	over	the	years.	

Both	Edward	Wickham	and	Peter	Phillips	were	surprised	by	how	the	reviews	from	the	1920s	

were	so	similar	to	reviews	today,	even	though	the	performance	standards	had	obviously	

changed.	Peter	Phillips	stated:		

All	those	sentences	could	have	been	applied	to	a	modern	version	of	a	one-to-a-

part	ensemble.	Not	enough	bass;	there	might	be	a	recording	problem;	the	

sopranos	sang	the	high	notes	gently.	There’s	nothing	there	which	actually	

dates	the	thing	that	they’re	listening	to.	It’s	only	when	you	hear	it	that	you	

realize	this	must	be	very	old.	

	

Edward	Wickham	commented:	

I	think	what	struck	me	most	is	how	shared	the	values	are	actually.	I	mean,	I	see	

those	as	being	very,	very	similar.	In	terms	of	execution	one	might	change	

things,	but	I	suppose	what	I'm	expressing	is	a	slight	disappointment,	to	be	

honest,	in	that	people	engaging	with	this	music	back	in	the	1920s	where	we	

didn't	have	the	almost	oppressive	sound	world	that's	imposed	on	this	music	by	

the	prevalence	of	recordings	of	particular	groups,	without	that,	then	they're	



	146	

still	coming	up	with	a	kind	of	rhetoric,	which	is	so	similar	to	the	ones	we	

understand	today.	

When	asked	if	they	admired	any	elements	of	the	performance	(question	4.9)	the	majority	of	

interviewees	found	something	to	admire.	Christopher	Page	and	Harry	Christophers	expressed	

a	general	admiration	for	the	fact	that	any	attempt	at	all	was	being	made	to	sing	the	music	in	

the	1920s.	Christopher	Page	linked	the	performance	achievement	to	that	of	researchers	

bringing	the	music	out	of	obscurity:	

I	admire	anybody	singing	Byrd	in	1929.	When	you	think	that	someone	like	

Richard	Runciman	Terry	had	only	just,	in	the	previous	decade,	edited	the	

Taverner	masses,	brought	them	out	of	obscurity.	People	were	obviously	feeling	

their	way.	All	credit	to	them	for	doing	it	at	all.	

David	Skinner	was	particularly	admiring	of	the	attempt	to	sing	with	straight	tone:	

To	be	brave	and	sing	with	reasonably	straight	tone,	I	think.	It	is	a	very	white	

noise	and	I	think	real	singers	of	the	time	would	think	that’s	not	a	great	voice,	

it’s	a	very	weak	voice,	sounds	like	a	child	singing.	Because	the	aesthetic	values	

of	professional	singers	of	the	time	were	very	different,	so	it’s	being	brave	

enough	to	do	it.	And	people	like	it	so	they’re	reviewing,	and	reviewing	well.		

John	Potter	referred	to	the	attempts	at	straighter	tone	as	“...something	really	quite	radical…”.	

Peter	Phillips	also	admired	the	attempts	at	straight	tone,	alongside	the	quality	of	the	voices:	

I	admire	the	way	the	bass	held	the	last	note,	as	I	said.	They’ve	all	got	good	

voices.	The	women	altos	are	always	potentially	a	problem	in	polyphony	if	they	

sing	in	a	really	womanly	way.	There	was	not	much	vibrato	(in	the	recording),	

there	was	some	but	it’s	actually	quite	straight.	You	can’t	say	that	that	was	too	

full	of	vibrato	to	hear	the	chords.	I	could	hear	all	the	chords	and	you	can	hear	

where	they	were	slipping	out.	I	thought	in	that	respect	it	was	pretty	good.	

James	O’Donnell	and	Edward	Wickham	both	admired	the	respectful	commitment	to	the	text	

and	to	the	vocal	line.	Robert	Hollingworth	thought	the	level	of	vocal	integrity	and	individual	

enunciation	of	the	text	was	something	that	had	been	sadly	lost	from	modern	performances:		

The	individual	vocal	integrity	and	the	enunciation	of	the	text,	that	the	

consonants	are	so	drawn	into	the	line.	That’s	something	we’re	losing	in	this	

country.	There’s	a	kind	of	national	consonant	avoidance	because	people	are	so	

insistent	on	line,	which	is	good.	They’ve	forgotten	the	Italian	way	of	drawing	
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consonants	into	your	line.	You	listen	to	a	group	like	The	Tallis	Scholars	and	

consonants	are	regularly	suppressed	in	favour	of	the	line,	but	then,	Peter	

Phillips	has	no	interest	in	text	and	would	be	the	first	to	say	that.	The	point	only	

being,	text	is	only	interesting	in	as	far	as	it	makes	the	music	interesting.	

That	was	the	last	of	the	questions	relating	to	the	1924	recording	of	Byrd’s	Ave	Verum	Corpus	

by	The	English	Singers	(track	1).	The	same	set	of	questions	was	now	applied	to	the	other	

recording	by	The	English	Singers	from	1924,	Byrd’s	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born	(track	2).	By	

structuring	the	interview	in	this	way,	interviewees	were	able	to	comment	not	only	on	the	

second	recording,	but	also	on	how	it	compared	to	the	first,	the	major	difference	being	the	

change	in	compositional	style	from	homophonic	to	polyphonic.	Some	of	their	responses	

considered	whether	they	felt	The	English	Singers	were	more	suited	to	one	piece	than	the	

other.	

5.5	COMMENTARY	ON	RECORDING	2	

Questions	5.2	to	5.9	asked	interviewees	to	engage	with	the	recording	of	Byrd’s	This	Day	Christ	

Was	Born	also	performed	by	The	English	Singers	in	1924	(track	2).	Questions	5.2	and	5.3	asked	

the	interviewees	both	directly	(the	former)	and	indirectly	(the	latter)	to	assess	the	standard	of	

the	performance,	while	question	5.4	asked	the	interviewees	to	imagine	what	aesthetic	values	

had	shaped	it.	To	start	by	focusing	on	question	5.2,	Christopher	Page,	Harry	Christophers	and	

Stephen	Layton	all	said	that	they	preferred	this	recording	to	The	English	Singers’	version	of	

Byrd’s	Ave	Verum.	Stephen	Layton	suggested	that	The	English	Singers	may	have	been	more	at	

ease	singing	an	English	text:	

I	enjoyed	that	more,	possibly	because	it’s	instantly	more	lively	and	upbeat.	It	

felt	more	engaging	as	a	performance,	possibly	because	it	says	“This	Day	Christ	

Was	Born”.	They	knew	what	it	meant	instantly	rather	than	something	in	

another	language,	perhaps,	and	I	think	we’re	all	like	that;	that	we	probably	

can	sing	something	in	our	own	language	with	that	sort	of	comprehension	

immediately.	I	was	quite	intrigued	to	hear	that	it	was	of	fairly	good	pace	-	a	

sensible	pace	actually.	I	think	for	that	piece	to	be	clear,	with	the	amount	of	

complexity	that’s	going	on	in	the	polyphonic	writing,	if	it	went	much	faster	

than	that,	it	probably	would	lose	clarity;	but	that	seems	quite	a	good	tempo	

for	it.	

David	Skinner	agreed	with	Stephen	Layton	that	they	had	selected	a	good	tempo	for	the	piece.	

However,	Christopher	Page	thought	that	the	performance	lacked	a	clear	sense	of	tactus:	
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I	think	the	outstanding	thing	that	comes	across	is	that	they	have	what	would	

be	considered	now	a	very	weak	sense	of	ensemble	tactus.	They	don’t	really	

share	a	very	clear	sense	of	where	the	beat	is	all	the	time,	with	the	result	that	

they	get	to	chords	not	at	the	same	moment	and	leave	them	not	at	the	same	

moment.	There	isn’t	a	very	clear	sense	of	where	the	beat	lies.	

Harry	Christophers	found	the	performance	gave	too	much	attention	to	the	bar	line:	

One	thing	that	is	very	obvious	about	it	is	the	fact	that	it	has	been	printed	and	

it's	bar	line	led.	It's	absolutely	beat	led,	so	there's	no	sense	of	architecture.	

James	O’Donnell,	Peter	Phillips,	Harry	Christophers	and	David	Skinner	all	identified	a	sense	of	

madrigalism	within	the	performance	approach.	James	O’Donnell	stated:	

I	think	it’s	really,	really	interesting.	From	the	sounds	that	we	have	in	our	ears	

today	of	other	groups	doing	this	in	a	slightly	more	historically-informed,	post	

Clerkes	of	Oxenford,	Tallis	Scholars,	The	Sixteen,	Monteverdi	Choir,	people	like	

Herreweghe,	we	listen	to	different	sounds.	So	you’re	very	unlikely	to	hear	a	

group	of	singers	singing	like	that	today.	It’s	a	very	dated	approach.	But	it’s	very	

good.	There’s	lots	of	rhythmic	vitality.	Of	course	it’s	much	more	complicated	

rhythmically	than	the	other	piece,	so	there	are	one	or	two	sticky	moments	to	

the	ensemble.	But	of	course,	this	is	in	the	days	before	digital	editing,	the	

equivalent	of	Photoshop	that	we	can	all	rely	on	to	clean	up	any	inaccuracies.	

But	it’s	pretty	good	and	some	very,	very	nice	singing	again,	a	unified	approach.	

The	vibrato’s	very	fast.	The	English	pronunciation	is	rather	old-fashioned	

sounding,	but	these	are	very	good	singers	for	their	time.	You	can	hear	the	

madrigal	tradition	in	the	music	very	much.	Lots	of	rhythmic	life	to	it.	One	or	

two	moments	when	the	faster	notes	are	slightly	hurried	and	the	ensemble	

comes	apart	at	the	seams,	ever	so	slightly.	Generally,	a	very	satisfactory	

ensemble	approach	to	the	music	and	bringing	the	text	to	life	very	well,	so	I	

think	it’s	very	impressive.	I	don’t	want	any	of	these	comments	to	sound	

condescending,	you	know,	“good	for	the	time.”	I	imagine	that	was	fantastically	

good	at	the	time.	The	approach	comes	very	much	from	within	the	music.	

They’re	picking	up	aspects	of	the	piece	and	its	text,	and	I	think	they’re	bringing	

it	to	life	from	within,	from	their	own	musical	background.	I	hear	that	in	there,	

so	I	think	it’s	very	good.	

Robert	Hollingworth,	John	Potter,	Edward	Wickham,	Peter	Phillips	and	David	Skinner	all	

commented	on	the	high	pitch	at	which	the	piece	was	being	sung.	Peter	Phillips	said,	“…It’s	kind	



	 149	

of	a	madrigal	strung	high…”.	David	Skinner	noted	in	his	answer	to	question	5.3	that	the	high	

pitch	also	robbed	the	music	of	a	strong	bass	foundation:	

They’re	completely	out	of	their	ranges.	It’s	too	high,	so	the	tenors	are	

completely	out	of	their	range,	the	sopranos	are	hooting	away	at	the	top,	and	

there’s	no	real	foundation,	there’s	no	real	bass.	

Robert	Hollingworth	also	noted	the	lack	of	transposition	downwards	alongside	problems	

moving	into	the	triple	time	section:	

I	see	they’ve	left	it	un-transposed.	The	tenor	is	right	up	there.	So	what’s	your	

first	reaction	to	that?	It’s	quite	lumpy	in	places.	It’s	a	very	difficult	piece	to	

sing,	actually.	It’s	a	very	difficult	piece	to	bring	off,	at	least.	It’s	great	fun	to	

sing,	but	it’s	very	difficult	to	bring	it	off,	conversely,	without	a	conductor.	The	

triple	time	relationships	are	not	right	and	so	it’s	quite	leaden	in	places.	The	

piece	should’ve	been	transposed,	so	that	they’re	not	in	an	awkward	place	in	

the	range.	Although,	actually,	however	you	transpose	that	piece	it’s	

problematic.	I	didn’t	feel	that	they	were	listening	to	each	other	enough	or	had	

understood	the	texture	and	how	one	part	feeds	into	another.	It’s	very	easy	to	

do	one-to-a-part,	feeding	into	another	when	it’s	a	gooey	texture.	When	it’s	a	

complicated	dance-like	texture,	it’s	much	harder,	so	I	think	that’s	much	less	

successful.	

Robert	Hollingworth	repeated	his	assertion	that	the	ensemble	singing	was	less	successful	in	

this	performance	in	his	answer	to	question	5.3:	

Ensemble	was	rough.	They	weren’t	quite	listening	to	each	other,	but	again,	

there’s	that	great	personal	integrity	of	individual	singing,	which	is	partly	the	

problem.	

Robert	Hollingworth	was	even	more	critical	of	the	performance	in	his	response	to	question	5.4	

(concerning	aesthetic	values),	where	he	felt	that	the	performers	missed	the	whole	point	of	the	

piece:	

I	think	the	tricky	sections	hadn’t	been	understood.	There	was	no	clear	overall	

line.	He	had	maybe	worked	on	them	individually	too	much,	and	hadn’t	made	

them	understand	their	own	part	in	the	texture,	how	it	related	to	everything	

else.	
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However,	Edward	Wickham	thought	they	were	more	successful	in	achieving	the	sense	of	

ensemble	he	would	expect	from	one-per-part	group	than	they	had	been	with	Byrd’s	Ave	

Verum.	In	his	answer	to	question	5.3	he	stated:	

There	was	more	of	a	chamber-like	feel	to	that.	And	that	sort	of	approach	

suited	the	one	to	a	part	feel	more	than	the	previous	one,	which	as	I	said	had	

that	kind	of	cathedral	aesthetic	to	it.	

In	terms	of	tuning,	Harry	Christophers	considered	there	to	be	significant	problems,	particularly	

in	the	faster	sections:	

The	failings	are	that	sort	of	cleanness	at	the	top	line,	but	then	they	can't	sing.	

As	soon	as	they’ve	got	to	sing	something	fast,	it	becomes	wayward	because	

then	they	can't	support	the	sound	and	there	are	big	tuning	deficiencies.	

Peter	Phillips	was	particularly	critical	of	the	tuning	of	the	final	note	of	the	piece,	in	his	answer	

to	question	5.4	(aesthetic	values):	

There’s	some	vibrato	in	this	performance	and	the	last	chord	was	a	disaster.	

They	do	a	rit.,	which	of	course	they	always	did	in	those	days,	though	I	think	

that	the	worse	rit.–ing	period	ever	probably	came	ten	years	earlier.	There’s	a	

recording	in	the	sound	archive	conducted	by	E.H.	Fellowes	at	St.	George’s	

Chapel	Windsor,	where	he	doesn’t	just	rit.	at	the	end,	he	has	a	rit.	in	the	middle	

of	Gibbons’s	Hosanna.	Here’s	this	guy	who	informed	the	lot	of	us	when	we	

started	about	how	to	do	this	stuff.	All	his	editions	were	the	ones	we	used.	It	all	

seems	very	straight	through.	When	he	himself	gets	to	that	note	at	In	the	name	

of	the	Lord	everything	grinds	to	a	halt.	That’s	so	old	fashioned,	that’s	what	I	

call	old	fashioned.	They	(The	English	Singers)	also	do	this	to	a	certain	extent	at	

the	end,	and	the	last	chord	is	not	only	full	of	vibrato	but	the	tuning	of	it	is	well	

above	the	note,	probably	through	the	vibrato.	Do	you	think	that’s	something	

they’ve	just	done	or	do	you	think	that’s	an	intentional	thing?	They	probably	

all	arrived	very	relieved	that	they	got	to	the	end	and	that	it	had	been	an	

exciting	experience.	They	all	went	for	a	fantastic	last	chord	to	just	get	through	

to	the	finishing	line.	They’ve	lost	control.	

However,	Edward	Wickham	thought	that	while	the	same	fast	passages	may	have	shown	some	

differences	in	vocal	technique,	the	tuning	standard	was	still	acceptable	overall:	

There	are	slightly	comic	aspects	to	it.	The	tenors	singing	all	that	way	up,	and	

you	can’t	really	tell	what	an	acoustic	might	do	to	help	with	that.	It’s	a	very	



	 151	

blunt	kind	of	recording,	of	course.	But,	I	mean,	there’s	an	enthusiasm,	there’s	a	

realism	to	the	singing,	which	is	kind	of	nice.	The	fact	that	it	raises	a	smile	or	

makes	you	laugh	doesn’t	necessarily	make	it	a	bad	performance.	And	you	

might	almost	say	you’re	laughing	with	them	as	well	as	at	them.	I	suppose	that	

sort	of	piece,	which	has	more	overtly	virtuosic	elements,	does	show	up	a	

certain	change	in	technique	and	the	approach	to	this	kind	of	music.	Some	of	

the	runs	were	a	little	bit	less	agile	than	you	might	expect	from	a	modern	group.	

Those	inner	voices	going	up	high	would	be	tapered	more,	even	allowing	for	the	

recording.	I	think	that	you	probably	couldn’t	get	away	with	something	like	that	

nowadays,	though	it	would	be	kind	of	fun	to	try.	That	full-throated	approach,	

there’s	something	very	infectious	about	the	enthusiasm	of	that	sort	of	thing.	

And	it’s	all	in	tune.	The	performance	gestures	are	very	nice.	I	think	they’re	

nicely	thought	through.	There’s	a	real	vitality	to	it.	I	suppose	there	are	a	few	

rough	edges,	which	nowadays	in	the	age	of	recording	we're	so	surrounded	by	

such	polished	performances	that	it	would	be	difficult	to	cope	with	those	sorts	

of	things,	particularly	when	you're	recording	and	you	have	to	listen	to	it	over	

and	over	again.	

David	Skinner,	in	his	answer	to	question	5.3,	suggested	that	they	lacked	a	sense	of	vocal	line	

and	that	their	inability	to	produce	a	perfectly	tuned	chord	was	due	to	the	fact	that	they	may	

never	have	heard	one	themselves:	

If	I	was	giving	advice	to	them	I	would	say	“Can	you	behave	a	bit	more	like	

viols?”	Within	these	very	quick	moving	things	you	still	have	to	have	very	long	

quavers,	so	that	you	can	get	full	length	and	full	sounding	at	every	note.	Then	

you	have	to	have	a	goal	of	the	line.	There’s	no	goal,	they’re	just	singing.	

There’s	no	sense	of	line,	no	sense	of	arrival	anywhere.	It	would	be	interesting	

to	work	with	these	people	just	to	see	if	they	would	respond	to	that,	‘cause	they	

probably	thought	that	last	chord	was	bang	in	tune.	It	sort	of	got	there	near	the	

end	but	there	was	some	fluttering.	If	they	really	heard	an	in	tune	chord	they	

probably	would	be	amazed.	Having	been	working	with	equal	temperament	

their	entire	lives	they	haven’t	really	heard	anything	bang	in	tune.	I	think	you	

have	to	be	conditioned	for	that.	

Christopher	Page	also	noted	some	deficiencies	in	vocal	technique,	particularly	with	the	bass	

voice,	which	he	found	had	a	greater	propensity	towards	portamento	than	the	other	voices:	
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What	is	very	striking	in	the	style,	especially	around	the	baritone	range,	is	how	

that	person’s	sound	is	very,	very	dry.	I’m	very	surprised	by	that.	I’m	not	sure	

why	that	is.	I	think	it	might	be	a	recording	thing.	It’s	very	evident	in	that	

particular	voice,	I	think	it’s	the	same	person	we	heard	last	time.	They	really	

slither,	don’t	move	cleanly,	or	what	we’d	now	call	cleanly,	from	one	note	to	the	

next.		

Harry	Christophers’s	answer	to	question	5.3	simply	said	that	there	were	“…deficiencies	in	the	

singers…”.	Peter	Phillips	commented	in	answer	to	question	5.3	that	all	the	voices	had	a	much	

more	mature	sound	than	one	would	expect	from	a	modern	choir:	

One	thing	I	thought	about,	I	don’t	know	how	old	they	were	but	they	don’t	

sound	young.	Choirs	today	try	to	sound	young.	You	don’t	want	an	old	sound	in	

polyphony.	However	old	the	singers	are,	the	ideal	is	to	get	people	to	sound	very	

fresh	and	youthful,	with	all	the	agility	and	pinpoint	accuracy	that	youthful	

singers	have	these	days.	Cathedral	choirs	now	are	forever	trying	to	get	younger	

people	in	because	they	just	don’t	want	this,	especially	in	this	repertoire.	Of	

course,	cathedral	choirs	also	have	to	sing	high	Victorian	music	and	big	solos,	

and	such.	Those	light	baritones	that	come	out	at	university	won’t	do	for	that	

but	they	will	do	for	polyphony,	at	least	that’s	an	ideal	that	we’ve	got	going	

now.	These	people	sound	really	mature.	They’ve	got	mature	voices	and	a	

mature	delivery	that	somehow	makes	them	seem	twenty	years	older	than	any	

modern	version	would	sound.	

James	O’Donnell,	who	called	it	“…old-fashioned…”,	noted	idiosyncratic	English	pronunciation	

across	different	members	of	the	ensemble.	Stephen	Layton	expounded	further	on	the	English	

pronunciation	in	his	answer	to	question	5.3:	

Well	it’s	still	a	bit	‘blousy’	compared	to	what	we	might	expect	today.	I	think	

that	we	would	imagine	the	sound	world	of	a	piece	like	that	being	sung	just	as	

vibrantly,	but	it	might	be	clearer	in	each	of	the	parts.	Maybe	we	might	be	

more	square	and	true	to	some	of	the	vowels.	But	I	think	that	could	be	a	

linguistic	thing	of	how	people	spoke	both	Latin	and	English	differently	to	the	

way	we	speak	it	today.	I	think	that	maybe	if	we	heard	people	speaking	300,	

400	years	ago,	maybe	we	would’ve	struggled	to	understand	them	and	they	

too,	to	understand	us	today.	I	think	that	the	way	we’ve	changed	is	that	

singing	in	the	English	language	today,	we	very	much	go	essentially	for	Italian	

bel	canto	with	our	clean,	pure	vowels,	and	we’ve	generalised	that	onto	all	of	
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the	music	that	we	sing	in	our	own	language.	This	whole	thing	of	“What	on	

earth	did	they	sing	in	the	time	of	Byrd?	What	did	it	sound	like?	What	was	the	

language?”	 I	think	it’s	a	fascinating	subject	and	whether	one	should	try	to	

be	true	to	that	in	terms	of	getting	the	interpretation	 honest	is	debatable	

because,	as	far	as	I	can	see,	the	jury	is	out	as	to	what	it	did	actually	sound	

like.	We	really	don’t	know.	There	are	clues	we	see	all	over	the	place,	

certainly	 in	the	way	some	of	the	words	are	said.	I’m	thinking	of	Purcell	for	

instance: 	Hear	My	Prayer,	O	Lord,	one	of	the	most	famous	examples	 to	

quote.	I	think	this	whole	debate	of	language	pronunciation	at	the	time	is	a	

fascinating	one	and	I	only	wish	we	had	time	capsules	which	could	really	tell	

us	the	truth.	However,	I	think	the	beauty	of	music	is	that	it’s	open	to	

reinterpretation	throughout	the	centuries.	So	in	a	sort	of	way,	what	I	hear	

there	is	a	very	fresh,	honest	interpretation	of	that	text	and	I	actually	go	with	it.	

I	actually	enjoyed	listening	to	it.	

However,	John	Potter	liked	the	evidence	he	perceived	of	various	English	accents	within	the	

same	ensemble,	and	compared	it	to	work	he	had	done	with	his	own	group,	Red	Byrd.	His	

answer	to	question	5.3	described	the	homogeneity	of	approach	produced	by	modern	

performers	who	have	all	received	similar	training,	as	opposed	to	the	heterogeneity	that	would	

have	been	present	in	the	time	of	Byrd	himself:	

Well,	I	think	in	the	modern	context,	if	it	was	an	amateur	choir	you	would	think	

that	fine.	They’re	all	doing	a	very	committed	performance,	but	if	they	were	

pros	they	would	all	make	a	very	similar	sound,	so	you	wouldn’t	have	the	same	

problem	as	it	were.	Yes.	I	think	one	of	the	benefits	of	most	of	the	singers	that	I	

know	who	have	grown	up	singing	that	kind	of	music,	because	they’ve	done	it	

from	childhood,	is	that	first	of	all	they	are	very,	very	familiar	with	the	music,	

but	they’re	also	very	familiar	with	the	way	their	fellow	singers	are	likely	to	sing	

it.	So	you	get,	mostly,	quite	high-quality	listening	between	the	two.	I	think	

these	guys	probably	aren’t	listening	in	quite	the	same	way	because	they	don’t	

have	that	collective	experience.	That’s	why,	last	time	you	get	very	good	

rhythm,	but	then	suddenly	you	get	something	that	seems	“Why	on	earth	didn't	

they	get	that	chord	together?”	And	it’s	probably	that	kind	of	thing	that’s	at	the	

root	of	that.	So	even	in	a	one-per-part	ensemble,	as	this	one	is,	you’d	want	it	

to	be	more	uniformed	in	it	it's	sound?	No.	I	wouldn’t	want	that	necessarily.	I	

think	that	is	what	you	would	get,	put	it	that	way.	I	think	what	would	be	really	

interesting.	You	don’t	know	the	Red	Byrd	Christmas	Anthems	Recording,	do	
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you?	Well,	what	we	tried	to	do	in	that	was	something	very	similar	to	that.	The	

other	thing	I	like	about	that	is	their	English	diphthongs.	There's	no	attempt	to	

do	proper	Italian	pronunciation.	Again,	the	further	back	you	go,	the	more	

English	the	languages	would	get,	English-sounding.	On	Red	Byrd	Christmas	

Verse	Anthems	what	we	did	was	to	try	and	get	this	individuality.	We	tried	to	

use	our	local	accents	for	a	start,	that	we	are	born	with.	Not	easy	because	we’re	

all	basically	RP	speakers	now.	And	we	let	the	music	kind	of	drive	itself	from	

that.	So	it	sounds	pretty	rough	by	conventional	early	music	standards	but	it	has	

a	lot	of	life	to	it.	We	were	trying	to	get	away	from	our	collective	experience,	in	

other	words,	and	back	to	something	where	you	would	have	had	a	different	sort	

of	socio-musical	context.	So	something	that	we’d	have	to	work	at	to	get	

today	is	obviously	something	they	have?	Exactly.	Yes.	

In	stark	contrast	to	James	O’Donnell	and	Stephen	Layton,	and	contradicting	the	interpretation	

of	John	Potter,	Christopher	Page	considered	their	English	pronunciation	to	be	too	modern	and	

standardised.	His	answer	to	question	5.4	(aesthetic	concerns)	showed	a	desire	to	hear	the	

music	sung	with	authentic	early	modern	English	pronunciation:	

They’re	also	using,	as	everybody	did	‘til	quite	recently,	modern	pronunciation.	

That	makes	quite	a	substantial	difference	to	the	vowel	colour.	I	wouldn't	want	

to	do	it	in	modern	pronunciation	if	I	were	to	direct	Byrd.	I’d	want	it	much	more	

in	the	original	[pronunciation]	to	give	it	much	more	colour.	I	think	that’s	very	

important	in	Tudor	music	to	use	the	original	pronunciation	as	far	as	one	can	

reconstruct	it,	for	the	Latin,	but	even	more	so	for	the	English.	

A	couple	of	the	interviewees	were	surprised	by	the	similarities	between	the	recording	and	

more	modern	performances	with	which	they	were	familiar.	David	Skinner	felt	that,	despite	a	

greater	use	of	vibrato	than	in	the	previous	recording,	if	he	hadn’t	known	the	date	of	the	

recording,	he	would	have	guessed	at	the	1960s:	

Good	tempo.	I	think	that’s	a	tempo	a	lot	of	people	would	choose	nowadays.	It’s	

interesting	that	whenever	you	get	music	that’s	written	in	an	excited	way,	or	

with	lots	of	madrigalisms,	there’s	this	feeling	that	you	must	energise	the	tone.	

That’s	what	they’re	doing,	and	their	idea	of	energy	is	vibrato,	so	they’re	

shaking	it	up	a	bit	more.	It’s	still	straighter	than	you	would	normally	expect,	

but	I	think	the	clarity	is	not	what	they’d	hoped.	I’m	sure	that’s	what	they	had	in	

mind,	to	straighten	things	out	so	you	can	hear	all	the	lines.	If	you’re	going	too	

fast	and	wobbling	too	much	you	can’t	hear	the	lines.	With	that	they	didn’t	do	
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so	well.	But	as	an	early	recording	it’s	excellent,	it’s	really	something	quite	

different.	If	you	were	to	play	that	and	not	tell	me	who	they	were	I	would	say	

they’re	somebody	from	the	‘60s,	possibly.	So	they’re	in	many	ways	ahead	of	

their	time,	which	is	interesting.	

John	Potter	thought	that	the	underlying	musical	gestures	were	the	same	as	a	modern	

performance,	though	the	singers	lacked	the	refinement	provided	by	modern	vocal	pedagogy:	

Well,	in	many	ways	it’s	sort	of	similar	to	a	modern	performance,	except	that	

they	haven't	all	been	to	early	music	school	and	learned	how	to	do	it	properly.	

That’s	another	thing	that	I	think	is	a	point	worth	making,	that	they	wouldn’t	

have	had	the	same	pedagogical	context	which	partly	comes	from	the	

individuals	and	their	voices,	so	there's	not	a	kind	of	model	of	an	alto,	and	not	

having	an	alto	is	also	a	great	thing.	Tenors	shrieking	at	the	top	there.	But	

basically,	because	it’s	a	fast	rhythmic	piece,	they	come	down	for	the	quiet	bits	

and	so	on,	that’s	more	or	less	what	a	modern	ensemble	would	do.	So	the	

differences,	I	suppose,	are	just	to	do	with	the	timbre	of	the	individual	voices	

and	how	they	fit	together.	But	you	can	tell	that	they’re	shaping	the	phrases	

and	all	that	kind	of	thing.	

However,	Christopher	Page	thought	that	the	performance	had	nothing	in	common	with	even	

amateur	approaches	today.	His	answer	to	question	5.3	attributes	this	to	the	fact	that	we	use	

recordings	to	listen	to	our	own	performances	much	more	frequently:	

I	think	that	because	tastes	have	changed	and	because	we’ve	become	much	

more	accustomed	to	hearing	ourselves,	we’ve	been	able	to	make	those	little	

adjustments	that	come	from	that.	I	don’t	think	anybody	would	do	it	like	that	

today.	The	most	amateur	of	amateur	choirs	might	do	it	like	that	now	but	

obviously	it	wouldn’t	pass	muster	because	tastes	have	changed,	practice	has	

changed	very	much.		

Turning	to	question	5.4,	the	majority	of	the	interviewees	identified	the	major	aesthetic	

concern	as	simply	projecting	a	feeling	of	joy	in	the	music.	David	Skinner	stated:	

Joyfulness	and	playfulness,	and	also	the	different	colours.	Byrd	is	just	a	great	

composer,	and	they	were	responding	to	the	different	sections	so	that	every	

section	had	its	own	colour,	its	own	character.	I	think	that’s	pretty	much	it.	

Nothing	too	in-depth,	but	I	think	a	rather	fine	performance	considering	it’s	the	

1920s.	
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Christopher	Page	described	the	performance	as	having	“…a	real	feeling	of	celebration	and	

delight	for	a	Christmas	piece…”.	Harry	Christophers	noted:	

The	liveliness,	buoyancy,	a	sense	of	joy	of	the	occasion	of	the	text.	There's	a	

liveliness	there,	which	is	good	to	hear.	

John	Potter	stated:	

Well,	again,	I	don’t	think	they	would’ve	thought,	they'd	have	just	done	it,	as	I	

would	have	done	when	I	was	a	child,	really.	You	just	go	for	it	and	it	rocks	along	

and,	you	know.	So	they’re	just	thinking	a	rollicking	good	time?	Yeah,	

absolutely,	I	would	have	thought.	I	mean	you	would	make	some	very	vague	

connections	between	being	joyful	and	sad	and	stuff,	but	I	would	have	thought	

not	much	more	than	that.	

Edward	Wickham	attributed	this	jovial	approach	to	a	clear	interpretation	of	the	text:	

Well,	I	think	he	is	going	for	declamation	of	the	text,	attempting	to	paragraph	

the	music	in	ways	which	make	sense	of	the	music	and	of	the	text,	so	creating	

some	kind	of	contrast.	But	actually	it	seems	as	if	it	allowed	the	singers	to	

express	a	kind	of	conversational	or	communal,	chamber-y	kind	of	feel	to	the	

music,	which	seems	entirely	appropriate.	

Stephen	Layton	attributed	it	to	a	sense	of	rhythm	and	corporeality:	

Dance.	I	think	that	he	had	a	sense	that	all	music	for	the	church	-	religion	

ultimately	-	comes	out	of	the	music	of	life	which	is	not	necessarily	church-

based,	but	dance	and	more	secular	factors—music	for	work,	music	for	play;	

and	it	seems	to	me	that	the	fast	pace	is	very	much	representing	the	secular	

blend	of	the	sacred;	that	he	saw	that	this	has	got	movement	in	life	and	action.	

It	was	at	this	point	that	the	interviewees	were	presented	with	a	quote	from	a	

contemporaneous	review,	describing	a	live	performance	given	by	The	English	Singers.	The	

quote	was	again	taken	from	the	journal	The	Musical	Times,	and	read:		

Among	the	audience	were	to	be	noticed	leading	members	of	society	and	

representatives	of	the	intellectual	world,	all	of	whom	enjoyed	not	only	the	

singing,	marked	for	its	perfect	unanimity	of	nuance	and	interpretation,	but	also	

the	madrigals,	motets,	ballets,	and	duets	by	Byrd,	Purcell,	and	Weelkes,	as	well	
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as	the	British	and	Irish	songs,	in	which	a	revival	of	a	literature	almost	unknown	

to	those	present	was	brought	to	their	notice.191	

Question	5.5	then	asked	“Are	they	the	types	of	comments	you’d	like	to	be	said	about	your	own	

performances?”	This	produced	a	wide	variety	of	responses.	Christopher	Page	recognised	the	

importance	of	the	work	of	The	English	Singers	in	performing	this	genre	of	music,	a	pioneering	

role	that	he	felt	he	continued	with	the	recorded	legacy	of	Gothic	Voices.	He	also	placed	The	

English	Singers	within	the	larger	context	of	English	revivalism	at	the	beginning	of	the	twentieth	

century,	but	questioned	the	validity	of	comparing	a	recorded	performance	with	a	review	of	a	

live	performance:	

That’s	the	point,	it’s	a	very	pioneering	thing	that	they’re	doing.	I	think	that’s	

very	important.	I	also	think	that,	as	I	often	found	making	recordings,	when	you	

have	a	recording	session	and	you	get	the	results	as	much	as	six	months	later,	

you	immediately	hear	things	and	think	“Now	why	didn’t	I	do	something	about	

that.”	The	simple	fact	is	that	the	experience	of	seeing	music	made	and	hearing	

it	made,	being	present	when	it	was	made,	is	a	very	complex	thing.	When	you	

reduce	it	to	a	mere	sonic	deposit	it’s	a	totally	different	experience.	There’s	a	

sense	in	which	I	can	see	why	you’re	doing	what	you’re	doing,	but	there	has	to	

be	a	sense	in	which	comparing	these	assessments,	which	are	based	upon	

hearing	it	made	but	also	seeing	it	made,	being	part	of	an	occasion,	do	not	

match	up.	They	can’t	be	expected	to	match	up	to	the	very	imperfect	deposit	of	

just	one	part	of	that	experience	which	recordings	provide	us	with.	You	mention	

then	the	pioneering	aspect.	How	important	is	that	when	you	put	together	

your	own	programmes	the	idea	that	it’s	pieces	that	are	unheard	before.	I	

think	a	lot.	It’s	partly	a	question	of	marketing.	Hyperion	Records	was	always	

very	keen	to	have	something	that	wasn’t	recorded	before	or	the	first	modern	

performance.	That	feeling	of	exploration	was	really	very	important.	With	The	

English	Singers,	their	name	is	a	kind	of	give	away,	that	and	the	fact	that	

they’re	doing	Byrd.	There’s	obviously	a	sense	in	which	their	singers	feel	that	

they	are	reviving	a	national	music.	They’re	just	coming	out	of	a	nineteenth	

century,	which	had	conspicuously	failed	to	produce	an	English	Beethoven	and	

where	the	whole	question	of	the	musicality	of	the	British	had	been	very	

intensely	scrutinised.	The	unusual	dependence	of	the	English	on	imported	

musical	talent	for	virtually	all	of	their	music	in	the	nineteenth	century	had	
																																																													
191	Adolf	Weissmann,	'Musical	Notes	from	Abroad:	Germany',	The	Musical	Times,	64:963:5	
(May	1923),	p362.	
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caused	considerable	concern.	So	this	is	obviously	a	part	of	a	kind	of	revivalism,	

which	is	much	more	than	the	kind	of	musical	antiquarianism	I	was	involved	in.	

There’s	a	sense	here	that	just	after	the	First	World	War	they	are	trying	to	

recover	or	recuperate	certain	great	national	masters.	It	seems	very	strange	to	

us	now	but	there	was	an	instinctively	nationalistic	discourse,	which	I	think	was	

very	prevalent	at	that	time	in	many	aspects	of	the	arts,	and	not	just	in	the	arts.	

David	Skinner	also	considered	bringing	new	interpretations	or	unknown	works	to	light	to	be	a	

major	function	of	his	work:	

Yes.	I	don’t	see	the	point	in	recording	Missa	Papae	Marcelli	again.	If	you’ve	got	

something	new	to	say	then	do	it.	That’s	the	reason	we	recorded	Media	Vita.	It’s	

been	recorded	by	a	number	of	groups	but	not	the	way	I’d	like	it.	Whatever	

we’ve	produced	is	something	new,	or	I’ve	gotten	something	new	out	of	it,	or	

it’s	a	different	angle	and	I	never	thought	about	it	this	way.	Yes,	I	think	that	that	

would	be	a	rather	nice	thing.	

Edward	Wickham	identified	with	this	theme	of	innovation:	

Well,	yes.	The	sense	of	pioneering	work	is	something.	It’s	very	nice	to	feel	that	

you’re	contributing	to	the	sum	of	human	knowledge	as	it	were.	And	The	Clerks	

indeed	have	done	very	much	of	that.	So	that	very	much	chimes	with	one	of	my	

ambitions	is	that	we	should	be	breaking	new	ground.	

However,	Stephen	Layton	said	that	bringing	new	ideas	to	light,	while	a	good	outcome,	was	not	

his	main	aim	in	creating	a	performance:	

No,	I’m	not	trying	to	say	something	that	I	feel	is	deliberately	novel,	new.	I’m	

trying	to	respond	to	what	I	see	on	the	page	and	what	I’ve	heard	others	do	

and	to	celebrate	it	with	conviction.	If	somebody	says	that	was	new,	that	

we’ve	never	heard	it	performed	like	that	before	and	that	it	was	really	very	

engaging,	then	yes,	I’d	be	very	pleased	if	somebody	said	that	about	one	of	

my	performances.	It	wasn’t	the	thing	you	were	deliberately	 trying	to	do?	

No,	I	wouldn’t	have	been	explicitly	aware	of	that,	as	that’s	something	

subjective	in	for	those	that	are	listening	to	it.	It’s	not	for	me	to	make	

judgements	about	and	it	certainly	would	never	be	the	way	I	would	approach	

any	piece	of	music.	I	would	never	try	to	do	it	just	so	I	could	say	‘that’s	

something	that’s	never	been	done	before’.	I	couldn’t	see	the	point	of	that.	It	

would	never	be	my	objective.	What	I’d	be	far	more	interested	in	doing	is	
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listening	to	the	way	everybody	else	has	performed	it	and	then	have	a	

potpourri	of	all	those	different	interpretations	in	mind,	because	I	feel	that	as	

a	good	musician,	it’s	possible	for	me	to	listen	to	every	sort	of	performance	

and	not	to	copy	any	of	them	deliberately,	but	respond	to	them.	For	example,	

I’ve	just	been	listening	recently	to	Sibelius’s	2nd	Symphony	because	it	has	

many	different	recordings,	and	I’m	studying	it	at	the	moment	to	conduct	at	

some	stage.	It’s	fascinating	to	hear	how	different	conductors	have	very	

different	ways	of	doing	something	with	the	piece.	And	I	love	all	the	different	

versions	that	I’ve	heard	of	it.	But	I	especially	like	those	different	parts	of	

different	performances	where	something	suddenly	speaks	to	me	and	I	think	

“Yes,	that’s	what	I	like!”	I	then	go	back	to	the	score	itself;	I	whistle	it	through;	

I	think	about	it	and	gradually	my	own	thoughts	come	through,	which	have	

been	influenced	by	all	of	the	other	things	I’ve	heard.	So	one	thing	I’ve	heard	

might’ve	influenced	me	to	do	something	a	certain	way	here.	As	a	result,	I	do	

something	later	on	in	the	piece	which	I’ve	not	heard	anywhere	else,	or	

perhaps	on	another	recording	–	I	can’t	be	sure.	But	all	the	things	that	I	hear	

are	starting	points	for	getting	a	sense	of	how	the	music	could	go,	and	I’m	

learning	so	much	from	the	great	conductors	who’ve	gone	through	this	

process	of	deciding	how	on	earth	you	conduct	a	50-minute	symphony.	I	find	

that	process	fascinating:	to	actually	learn	and	copy,	but	in	the	end	to	know	

that	when	I’m	out	there	conducting,	my	music	and	my	spirit	is	there.	I’m	not	

remotely	aware	at	the	moment	of	anything	I’ve	done	that	I’ve	previously	

heard.	Not	at	all,	not	an	inkling	of	it.	But	I	know	that	actually,	if	one	were	to	

analyse	my	performances,	I	must’ve	actually	heard	some	of	those	ideas	

previously	and	then	somehow	incorporated	them	into	my	consciousness.	

When	asked	if	the	idea	of	pioneering	new	material	was	an	important	consideration	in	creating	

his	own	performances,	Peter	Phillips	reflected:	

It	probably	did	when	we	started.	The	difference	here	is	that	what	they’re	[the	

1920s	reviewer]	commenting	on	is	secular	music.	What	they’re	not	going	to	

say	until	many	years	later	is	that	performances	of	sacred	music	in	the	concert	

hall	are	new	and	exciting.	What	they	found	exciting	are	these	ballets,	and	

madrigals,	and	fa	la	las,	things	that	were	light	hearted,	suitable	for	society	

people	who	were	famously	incapable	of	deep	thought,	especially	at	that	time.	

It’s	pretty	much	as	bad	now.	If	you’re	going	to	entertain	those	society	types	

you	don’t	want	to	sing	Byrd’s	Ad	Dominum	cum	Tribularer because	they’ll	
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think	that’s	not	right.	Slowly	I	think	that’s	what’s	changed.	It’s	now	accepted	

that	concerts	of	great	music,	which	happen	to	be	very	serious,	can	be	non-

orchestral.	That’s	now	accepted	as	being	something	that	everyone	can	enjoy.	

There	would	have	been	a	stage	when	it	was	common	that	you	had	to	sit	

through	an	entire	evening	of	Lamentation	settings.	That	would	have	been	new	

probably	in	the	‘70s	and	‘80s,	but	in	those	days	(the	1920s)	I	would	have	

thought	impossible.	So	even	when	you	said	before	you	were	just	now	putting	

together	a	program,	is	it	still	to	do	with	the	new	repertoire?	There’s	always	

this,	what	they	would	have	called	serious	church	music.	It’s	the	stuff	you	listen	

to	in	the	church	and	to	them	(in	the	1920s)	it	would	have	been	inappropriate	to	

hear	it	in	a	concert	hall.	It	was	written	for	church	worship	and	that	brought	in	

all	sorts	of	other	questions	about	whether	you	were	a	Catholic	and	if	you	

weren’t	why	were	you	listening	to	this.	If	you	were	a	Protestant	you	would	

listen	to	different	songs,	and	so	on	and	so	on.	All	that	has	gone	away.	I	now	

have	free	range	of	the	entire	polyphonic	literature	to	plan	programs	that	I	

think	will	work	in	the	situation	that	I’m	being	asked	to	give	the	concert.	That’s	

the	international	scene	to	say	the	least.	We	do	it	in	Russia,	we	do	it	in	Japan	

where	Christianity	of	our	sort	doesn’t	apply.	I	was	just	now	planning	

Portuguese	repertoire,	which	is	always	particularly	interesting.	Lamentations	

by	Almeida	that’s	been	published	only	recently.	That’s	a	new	repertoire	for	

everybody,	and	we’re	going	to	sing	it	in	Évora,	Portugal.	This	is	how	the	whole	

thing	has	opened	up.	We’ve	got	access	to	all	this	stuff.	We’ve	only	scratched	

the	surface	of	it.	And	you	can	sell	it	pretty	well	throughout	the	world.	Do	you	

weight	programs	heavily	towards	first	modern	performances	as	opposed	to	

doing	pieces	you’ve	done	before?	No,	because	we	see	so	many	different	

audiences	in	the	course	of	a	year	that	almost	all	is	going	to	be	new	to	almost	

all	of	them.	This	first	performance	thing	is	a	bit	spooky.	You	just	don’t	know	

whether	it’s	true.	Just	the	other	day	we	were	asked	to	revive	a	mass	by	a	

Welshman,	John	Lloyd.	This	mass	had	only	been	edited	once,	in	1927	by	H.B.	

Collins,	and	no	one	had	any	idea	whether	that	edition	had	ever	been	used.	It’s	

an	interesting	story	because	he	misinterpreted	some	of	the	tenor	riddles.	The	

tenor	part	is	laid	out	in	riddles,	which	seemed	as	though	no	one	could	have	

sung	the	piece	from	it.	So	I	stood	up	live	on	the	radio,	I	said	this	may	well	be	

the	first	performance	of	this	piece,	because	we’ve	had	a	new	edition	made	and	

the	only	previous	one	was	the	old	Collins	edition.	Incidentally,	they	probably	

didn’t	sing	it	in	Lloyd’s	lifetime	either	because	there	is	no	surviving	version	of	it	
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with	the	tenor	resolved.	It’s	un-singable	as	it	stands	as	you	have	to	read	Latin	

riddles	and	solve	the	tenor.	It’s	a	game.	It’s	really	amazing.	Of	course	we	didn’t	

do	any	of	that,	we	just	paid	someone	to	do	it	for	us.	That’s	a	very	good	

example.	There	aren’t	many	pieces	like	that	left	that	simply	have	not	been	

touched.	

Robert	Hollingworth	reflected	on	the	importance	of	mixing	both	old	and	new	repertoire	within	

a	concert	programme:	

I	think	it’s	always	good	to	mix	in	new	music	with	music	that	you’ve	heard	

before,	putting	the	concert	programs	together.	That	is	quite	an	art	and	I	think	

there	are	some	pretty	bad	examples	of	it	these	days.	A	lot	of	CD	recording	

concerts.	We’re	going	to	do	an	entire	book	of	madrigals	or	an	entire	book	of	

motets,	which	is	a	very	bad	way	to	hear	music.	I	think	hearing	wall-to-wall	

polyphony	is	poor	planning	in	general,	but	that’s	why,	when	you	have	one	

ensemble	doing	a	concert,	it’s	going	to	be	like	that.	Is	it	taken	from	the	

orchestral	world?	You	would	expect	to	hear	a	symphony,	a	concerto,	and	an	

overture	in	a	night,	and	they	were	written	like	that.	They	were	written	as	30-

minute	works.	But	hearing	one	three-minute	motet	after	another	three-minute	

motet,	hearing	a	mass	in	a	concert,	one	movement	after	the	other,	is	a	

hopelessly	bad	way	of	playing	a	concert.	What	unifies	a	mass	over	the	course	

of	the	liturgy	becomes	repetitive	when	you	simply	hear	one	movement	after	

another.	

Later,	in	his	answer	to	question	5.7,	Robert	Hollingworth	also	took	issue	with	the	implications	

of	the	word	‘intellectuals’	in	the	review,	as	it	suggested	to	him	that	the	music	was	only	fit	for	

the	élite,	a	position	with	which	he	strongly	disagreed:	

The	reviewer	refers	to	intellectuals,	which	is	not	a	word	you	use	in	the	UK	

anymore.	It’s	a	kind	of	insult.	Whereas	in	continental	Europe,	you	absolutely	

would	use	that	term.	In	France,	they	have	the	philosophe.	You	could	be	a	TV	

pundit,	you	know,	let’s	ask	what	this	thinker	thinks	about	this.	We	see	

intellectuals	on	Newsnight	Review	on	a	Friday	night	or	appearing	on	Front	Row	

on	Radio	4	to	discuss	latest	or	artistic	developments.	But	in	general,	

intelligence	and	intellectuals	is	not	a	term	that	you	hear	bandied	around	these	

days.	It’s	used	more	as	an	insult.	To	say	somebody	is	intellectual	or	to	say	

somebody’s	academic	is	to	imply	that	they	don’t	really	exist	in	the	real	world.	

They	can’t	react	like	the	rest	of	us	do.	I’m	wondering	whether	knowing	that	
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review	changes	how	you	feel	about	the	performance,	but	you’d	have	a	

concern	if	those	were	the	terms	given	to	your	performances	now?	Yes,	

because	they	would	be	an	implication	that	this	music	was	only	for	a	certain	

type	of	ascetic	personality	and	my	very	strongly	held	view	is	it’s	for	everyone.	

It’s	just	a	matter	of	how	you	present	it	and	how	you	program	it.	

John	Potter	related	the	idea	of	performing	unknown	works	to	the	time	prior	to	the	invention	

of	recording	when	most	people	might	only	ever	hear	a	work	once.	Programing	unknown	works	

could	therefore	be	equated	with	restoring	this	historic	practice.	He	lamented	the	tendency	he	

saw	in	the	early	music	movement	to	focus	on	a	very	limited	repertoire:	

How	important	is	this	aspect	of	novelty,	not	in	some	circus	context,	but	in	the	

fact	that	you’re	bringing	something	new	that	the	audience	hasn’t	heard	

before,	is	that	an	important	factor	when	choosing	your	own	programs?	Yes,	

it	is.	And	again,	it’s	sort	of	to	do	with	the	past.	Let’s	say,	before	recording,	

where	the	only	time	you	ever	experienced	music	was	when	you	were	in	the	

presence	of	the	musicians	making	it	or	you’re	making	it	yourself,	so	the	

experience	of	music	was	very,	very	different	from	today.	And	you	would	expect	

it	to	be	different	every	time	because	you	probably	wouldn’t	even	remember	

what	it	was	like	the	last	time	you	heard	it.	And	up	until,	let’s	say,	the	mid-

nineteenth	century	or	so,	you	probably	wouldn’t	have	heard	the	same	music	

twice,	unless	you	were	going	to	an	opera	where	you	might	have	heard	lots	of	

performances	of	the	same	piece.	The	early	music	movement	is	obsessed	with	a	

very	small	number	of	composers	and	a	tiny	repertoire	which	it	likes	to	hear	

over	and	over	again.	Which	is	why	I	am	interested	in	why	the	novelty	is	still	

an	important	aspect	to	you?	This	is	partly	why	the	early	music	movement	

gradually	is	moving	into	the	mainstream	and	instead	of	being	a	Radio	3	thing,	

it’s	now	a	Classic	FM	thing	and	there's	nothing	wrong	with	that.	But	just	from	a	

musician’s	point	of	view,	can	you	imagine	what	it	must	be	like	to	be	starting	

out	now	as	a	singer	and	know	that	you	have	a	lifetime	of	singing	the	same	four	

pieces	by	Bach	and	Handel	and	Monteverdi.	And	when	you	get	to	my	age,	I	tell	

you,	you	have	to	say,	“I’m	not	ever	going	to	sing	any	music	by	a	composer	

beginning	with	B	ever	again!”	And	you	have	to	find	something	else	to	do,	you	

have	to	find	something	new	otherwise	you	get	absolutely	bored	out	of	your	

skull.	So	novelty	I	think	is	important.	If	you’re	going	to	be	a	musician	you've	got	

something	to	say,	you	are	not	going	to	keep	saying	the	same	thing	over	and	

over	again.	Sadly	an	awful	lot	of	people	do,	but	it’s	a	complicated	question	
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again.	But	it’s	to	do	with	where	you	have	a	whole	pedagogic	system	that	is	

geared	to	producing	a	lot	of	very,	very	competent	musicians	who	have	a	small	

skill	set,	that	is	very	highly	developed.	Then	you	get	a	lot	of	very	good	players	

and	singers	who	would	all	do	the	same	thing	and	that’s	what	happens	when	

something	goes	into	the	mainstream	and	it	becomes	very	popular.	And	then	if	

you’re	really	interested	in	doing	something	new,	you	have	to	find	some	way	of	

circumventing	that.	That's	what	Red	Byrd	was	trying	to	do	with	this	stuff	and	

you	have	to	keep	on	doing	it	whether	people	like	to	listen	to	it	or	not.	And	I	

think	that,	again,	in	its	way,	I’m	sure	was	just	as	avant-garde	as	some	of	the	

more	radical	things	that	happen	now.	

As	to	the	comment	about	‘unanimity	of	nuance’,	David	Skinner,	Harry	Christophers,	Stephen	

Layton	and	Peter	Phillips	all	considered	that	this	would	be	a	compliment	if	applied	to	their	

work.	David	Skinner	noted	the	standard	by	which	the	reviewer	was	judging	‘unanimity	of	

nuance’	must	have	been	far	different	from	today:	

Well,	that’s	his	opinion,	and	I	suppose	that’s	what	he’s	hearing.	Presumably	

they’re	[The	English	Singers]	standing	on	their	own	with	this,	so	there’s	no	

comparison,	there’s	no	benchmark,	they	are	the	benchmark.	But	if	that’s	said	

about	any	of	my	recordings	that’s	actually	quite	a	compliment,	because	they’re	

saying	that	in	light	of	everybody	else.	

Harry	Christophers	stated	that	nuances	were	part	of	what	he	looked	for	in	every	piece:	

Yes,	very	much	so.	I	often	use	the	word	nuance.	There	are	purple	moments	in	

any	piece	and	if	you	can	bring	out	those	moments,	it’s	great.	Nuances,	yes,	

definitely.	

Stephen	Layton	thought	that	unanimity	was	certainly	a	goal	of	his	performances,	but	should	

not	result	in	a	regimented	approach:	

I	agree	that	all	should	sing	from	the	same	sheet	of	music	and	at	the	same	

time,	so	to	speak.	I	feel	that	that	is	what	gives	the	energy	to	a	performance:	

when	everybody	has	done	that;	they’ve	done	it	for	themselves	and	not	

because	I’ve	made	them	do	it	or	asked	them	to	do	it,	but	because	I’ve	tried	to	

create	a	territory	and	a	landscape	which	has	allowed	them	to	do	it.	So	yes,	I’d	

love	unanimity;	but	not	because	I’ve	told	them	to	make	a	short	crotchet	here	

and	put	a	“T”	there.	That’s	the	last	way	to	get	unanimity.	So	not	unanimity	

through	being	regimented.	Not	through	structure	and	direction	but	actually	
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through	the	singers	coming	to	their	own	unanimity	by	discovering	what	is	a	

common	purpose	when	they	make	music	together;	I	see	myself	as	the	

triangulation	point	to	help	that,	but	not	as	a	dictatorial	point	to	enforce	it.	

Peter	Phillips	noted	that	‘unanimity	of	nuance’	had	different	meanings	applied	to	an	ensemble	

with	multiple	voices	on	each	part	as	opposed	to	a	one-per-part	group:	

Yes,	it	rather	goes	against	that	idea	that	everybody	is	free	to	do	what	they	like	

whilst	joining	in.	That	is	kind	of	an	ideal,	that	the	singers	feel	free	to	interpret	

their	lines.	Mind	you,	we	sing	two-to-a-part,	remember.	That	makes	a	big	

difference.	They’re	not	that	free	because	they’ve	got	to	agree	with	their	

partner	on	how	it	should	be	done.	One-to-a-part	is	The	Hilliard	style	and	all	

those	European	groups	-	Cinquecento	comes	to	mind.	I	keep	tripping	over	one-

to-a-part	groups	that	have	recorded	some	of	this	music	and	they	never	do	it	

two-to-a-part	as	it	changes	everything.	

This	point	was	further	exemplified	by	the	fact	that	Edward	Wickham,	who	has	conducted	one-

per-part	groups,	stated	that	‘unanimity	of	nuance’	was	not	at	all	a	goal	for	his	performances:	

Going	back	to	something	I	said	before,	I	don’t	think	that’s	something	that	I	

consider	to	be	a	primary	aesthetic	ambition	of	what	we	do.	Although	in	terms	

of	the	expectations	of	the	listener	and	the	critic	that	might	be	regarded	as	

characteristic	of	that	performance.	I	wouldn’t	have	said	that	myself	of	that	

performance.	It	seems	like	there’s	a	great	individualism	to	them.	Do	I	infer	

that’s	what	you	prefer,	that	individualism?	Yes,	I	do.	

However,	Robert	Hollingworth,	who	also	directs	a	one-per-part	ensemble,	was	happy	with	the	

phrase,	with	some	provisos:	

So,	to	go	back	to	your	particular	question	though,	absolutely,	the	nuance,	

unanimity,	yes,	as	long	as	it	didn’t	imply	uniformity	and	a	boring	performance,	

those	would	be	compliments.	

James	O’Donnell	and	John	Potter	also	noted	that	the	reviewer’s	comments	had	to	be	

understood	within	the	context	of	the	other	music-making	going	on	at	the	time.	John	Potter	

framed	this	in	terms	of	the	surrounding	operatic	tradition:	

Well,	again,	it’s	to	do	with	the	context	really	isn’t	it?	And	I	suppose	that	the	

society	members,	et	cetera,	would	have	been	used	to	enjoying	the	stuff	of	



	 165	

opera-like	experiences	and	to	have	someone	take	this	music	seriously,	that	

would	be	new	to	them,	that	would	be	an	exciting	thing	I	think.	

By	contrast,	James	O’Donnell	noted	how	the	recording	related	to	contemporaneous	

developments	in	cathedral	settings:	

They	were	obviously	very	well	received	and	people	looked	forward	to	their	

performance	and	quite	right	too.	I	imagine	they	were	very	different	from	quite	

a	lot	of	other	groups.	I	suppose	the	minority	of	the	singers	would	have	been	

interested	in	this	repertoire.	So	the	groups	who	were	interested,	they	would	

have	had	members	who	were	particularly	enthusiastic,	may	well	have	been	at	

university	and	discovered	it	in	scholarly	circles	or	by	contact	with	Tudor	Music	

circles,	people	like	that,	the	ripples	coming	out	of	that.	So	the	singers	would	

possibly	have	been	graduates	or	people	who’ve	been	somehow	exposed	to	

movements	to	be	interested	in	that	old	English	music.	Certainly	Westminster	

Cathedral	Choir	by	the	1920s,	I	think	Richard	Terry	had	already	left	by	then,	but	

he	would	have	been	very	much	a	part	of	the	scene	that	is	reviving	that	kind	of	

repertoire.	Obviously	not	in	The	English	Singers	context,	but	within	the	context	

of	his	Cathedral.	It	was	very	celebrated.	The	press	celebrated	its	liturgies	and	

music	in	its	early	years	because	you	couldn’t	hear	that	music	done	anywhere	

else.	It	was	all	fascinating	to	people,	so	I	think	it’s	very	much	part	of	that	

movement	that	we’re	listening	to	with	this	group.	It	was	just	done	by	a	group	

of	singers	who	are	clearly	enthusiasts	and	clearly	very	adept	and	very	able.	I	

like	the	rhythmic	precision	and	the	clean	attack	of	the	soprano,	for	example.	

The	soprano	and	the	tenor	were	maybe	a	little	bit	loud	but	that	could	be	a	

recording	thing.	Very	high,	but	a	very	well	made	voice.	Very	articulate	and	

good	precise	attack,	even	though	the	vibrato	was	quite	pronounced.	

Later,	in	his	answer	to	question	5.9,	Peter	Phillips	also	reflected	on	the	influence	of	the	

surrounding	musical	environment	on	the	performances	The	English	Singers	were	trying	to	

create.	

Their	training	and	the	surrounding	milieu	for	them	would	have	been	so	

different	from	now.	What’s	in	their	minds	is	not	helpful,	and	it	comes	out.	

They’re	trying	to	clean	up	the	sound,	but	they	haven’t	dared	change	the	pitch	

of	the	edition.	They	should	come	down,	and	they	haven’t	dared	do	that	

because	they	probably	thought	they	shouldn’t.	
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Question	5.7	asked,	“Knowing	that	audiences	at	the	time	felt	this	way	about	performances	

such	as	the	one	you	just	heard,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	the	performance?”	

Only	one	of	the	interviewees	felt	that	their	perception	of	the	recording	changed	after	hearing	

the	review.	This	was	Edward	Wickham:	

I	guess	I	was	a	little	surprised	that	people	weren’t	so	familiar	with	the	English	

music	of	Byrd	because	I	had	understood	that	sort	of	repertoire	had	been	

performed	since	the	Academy	of	Ancient	Music	onwards,	but	perhaps	not	in	

public	performance	so	much.	And	there	are	various	glee	clubs	and	all	those	sort	

of	things	around.	Indeed	Latin	music	I	know	was	only	really	revived	in	the	early	

twentieth	century	as	far	as	I	know.	At	least	a	Latin	music	in	Latin	as	opposed	to	

contrafactum.	But	yes,	that	is	a	little	surprising	and	I	guess	one’s	assumption	of	

what	is	a	unified	or	blended	sound	is	very	different	now.	

Peter	Phillips	attributed	the	difference	between	the	review	and	his	assessment	of	the	

recording	to	the	limitations	of	recording	techniques	of	the	day:	

Well	that’s	not	what	I	heard.	You	really	are	in	the	hands	of	the	recording	

technique.	I	don’t	know	how	they	did	it	in	1927	but	they	hadn’t	got	very	far	

with	it.	You	can	tell	that	some	of	the	people	in	there	were	even	inside	the	horn.	

Christopher	Page	again	noted	that	the	passage	of	time	has	meant	that	the	sounds	heard	and	

the	words	used	to	describe	them	no	longer	match:	

There	is	no	real	reason	why	the	judgement	and	the	music	should	pair	up	in	an	

intelligible	way	70	years	after	the	judgements	were	made.	It	is	impossible	to	

understand	what	musical	performance	was	like	in	the	past	on	the	basis	of	

descriptions.	You	simply	do	not	know	what	the	content	of	the	adjective	is.	You	

just	can’t	know.	

While	the	other	interviewees	did	not	change	their	assessment	despite	it	being	contradicted	by	

the	review,	Harry	Christophers	said	he	did	not	change	his	mind	because	he	had	enjoyed	the	

recording	overall,	as	had	the	reviewer:	

No,	‘cause	I	liked	it	anyway	and	it	was	interesting.	I	can	imagine	the	audience	

that’s	hearing	that	would	sit	up	and	listen	and	be	energised.	It's	fascinating	

because	we’ve	got	this	on	recording,	but	also	to	think	what	was	going	on	20,	

30,	40	years	before	that.	Is	this	all	the	result	of	Richard	Terry,	Edmond	

Fellowes,	all	this	amazing	research	going	on	by	these	great	people?	But	then,	

we	look	back	at	Brahms,	Bruckner,	people	who	had	vast	libraries	of	
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Renaissance	music	themselves,	so	there's	a	lot	of	study	going	on	in	that.	I	do	

find	it	fascinating	how	the	eras	of	music	change	in	one’s	perception.	I’m	always	

finding	50	years	from	Handel	writing	Alexander’s	Feast,	the	Messiah,	etcetera,	

to	Mozart	reorchestrating	them:	the	piece	is	made	completely	differently.	By	

the	time	that	Mozart	adds	a	few	other	parts	and	fills	in	the	wind	cadenzas,	

you’ve	suddenly	lost	that	total	freedom	of	what	Baroque	music	is	all	about.	So	

we're	talking	centuries	between	Byrd	writing	and	these	people	performing.	I	

get	the	feeling	there’s	been	a	great	transition	of	this	group	getting	fed	up	with	

the	very	romantic	way	of	performing.	But	I	don’t	know	what	was	happening	

around	then.	

Question	5.8	asked	the	interviewees	“Do	you	now	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	

present	in	the	performance?”	David	Skinner,	Harry	Christophers,	Stephen	Layton	and	Peter	

Phillips	responded	in	the	negative.	Edward	Wickham	stated:	

Well,	yes,	absolutely.	If	that	was	indeed	what	the	conductor	was	going	for	then	

by	our	standards,	he	failed,	but	he	failed	in	a	wonderful	way.	

Similarly,	Robert	Hollingworth	said	that	if	‘unanimity	of	nuance’	was	one	of	the	aesthetic	

values	they	were	trying	to	convey,	then	that	did	not	happen	effectively:	

Well,	I	think	it	particularly	didn’t	get	unanimity	in	that	particular	performance.	

That	would	relate	more	to	the	Byrd	performance.	I’m	interested	to	know	what	

Purcell	pieces	that	they	might	perform	because	there	aren’t	any	part	songs	

really.	Well,	there’s	“When	the	cock	begins	to	crow”	which	is	possibly	Purcell.	

There	are	catches,	but	there	aren’t	any	part	songs	by	him,	so	perhaps	they	just	

did	some	motets.	

Christopher	Page	suggested	that	what	they	needed	to	improve	the	performance	was	a	

conductor:	

I'm	very	committed	to	the	view	that	ensembles	really	need	a	director.	You	can	

hear	it	very	clearly	in	quite	a	number	of	early	music	groups	that	are	active	now.	

Certainly	I	could	hear	it	in	Gothic	Voices	if	we	met	after	two	months	and	they’d	

all	been	doing	different	things.	They’d	be	all	over	the	place.	People	I	worked	

with	were	very	good,	very	professional	people,	but	the	fact	is	they	make	their	

living	from	very	different	kinds	of	music.	If	you	got	them	for	a	recording	session	

after	two	or	three	months	when	they’d	been	involved	in	very	different	music,	

travelling	a	lot	and	so	on,	perhaps	being	tired,	it	could	take	three	or	four	hours	
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just	to	get	back	into	some	kind	of	groove.	That	was	the	director’s	job	to	do	

that.	It	depends	on	what	you	think	the	conducting	technique	would	have	been	

at	that	time	[the	1920s],	but	in	my	view	the	only	thing	they	really	would	benefit	

from	was	being	rhythmically	tighter.	There	just	needs	to	be	more	falling	of	the	

musical	events	into	place	in	relation	to	the	tactus,	in	my	judgement.	

In	answer	to	question	5.9	(Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	this	performance?)	Robert	

Hollingworth	said	that	while	he	admired	their	level	of	vocal	integrity,	he	seemed	to	agree	that	

they	needed	a	director	to	shape	the	overall	performance:	

The	same.	It’s	the	vocal	integrity	and	the	problems	that	they	had	weren’t	

because	of	the	vocal	integrity	or	at	least	singing	like	that	wouldn’t	have	

stopped	them	getting	it	right.	If	they	had	sung	more	vocally	lightly	to	start	with	

they	may	have	found	it	more	easy	to	get	it	together,	but	someone	needed	to	

have	said,	“Look.	This	music	is	going	from	here	to	here	and	we’re	all	just	

shouting	our	way	through	it	and	not	listening	to	each	other.”	There	was	a	lack	

of	listening,	I	think.	

The	majority	of	the	answers	to	question	5.9	were	to	do	with	the	enthusiasm	and	liveliness	

present	in	the	performance.		Christopher	Page	admired	the	group’s	intentions:	

Once	again,	I	admire	that	they’re	doing	it	at	all.	I	admire	the	vigour	with	which	

they	do	it.	I	think	they	do	it	with	evident	enthusiasm	and	affection,	maybe	even	

love.	

The	amount	of	“...vigour…”	was	also	admired	by	John	Potter.	Edward	Wickham	said	he	

admired	the	“…unboundedness	of	it,	the	enthusiasm	of	it…”.	Both	Stephen	Layton	and	Harry	

Christophers	referred	to	a	buoyant	quality	in	the	singing.	

Two	the	interviewees	shared	much	more	specific	points	of	admiration.	David	Skinner	

particularly	admired	the	way	the	difference	between	polyphony	and	homophony	was	marked	

by	a	change	in	vocal	production:	

When	the	texture	became	homophonic.	I	applaud	them	for	actually	

straightening	it	out	a	bit	and	becoming	more	churchy.	I	think	that’s	what	they	

were	thinking.	Reverential	music	to	them	means	straight	tone,	it	seems.	I	think	

just	being	brave	enough	to	try	to	interpret	the	different	characters	of	

counterpoint,	that’s	putting	it	together.	There’s	so	much	more	you	could	do	

with	it,	obviously,	but	I	think	they	made	a	good	attempt	and,	as	I	said,	great	

tempo.	
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Peter	Phillips	stated:	

I	admire	that	transfer	into	hallelujah.	I	thought	that	was	quite	sensitive.	It’s	

sensitive	because,	at	that	split	second	there,	they	all	felt	the	same	thing.	

Without	a	conductor	that’s	difficult,	but	you	can	practice	it	with	voices	that	are	

well-tuned	to	this	kind	of	repertoire.	You	can	get	it	sometimes,	and	they	got	it	

there,	but	they	didn’t	get	it	very	often,	I’m	afraid.	

That	concluded	the	discussion	of	the	two	recordings	by	The	English	Singers.	At	this	point,	a	

possible	break	was	allowed	for	in	the	interview	schedule,	though	none	of	the	interviewees	

accepted	that	offer.	The	final	two	recordings	represented	a	change	in	ensemble	focus,	moving	

from	The	English	Singers	as	a	professional,	one-per-part,	touring	ensemble,	to	the	larger	

resident	choirs	at	Westminster	Cathedral	and	York	Minster.	In	order	to	facilitate	this	change,	

question	6.1	drew	the	attention	of	the	interviewees	to	the	perceived	differences	between	the	

two	types	of	ensembles,	those	resident	in	a	particularly	place,	such	as	a	college	or	cathedral,	

and	those	whose	primary	function	was	to	tour.	This	was	initially	asked	within	the	modern	

context.	Question	6.2	then	asked	interviewees	how	they	assumed	that	difference	would	have	

manifested	itself	in	the	past.	In	this	way,	questions	6.1	and	6.2	can	be	interpreted	as	either	an	

interlude	providing	relief	between	discussions	of	the	period	recordings,	or	as	playing	an	

integral	part	in	leading	those	discussions.	

5.6	RESIDENT	VS.	TOURING	CHOIRS	

Question	6.1	asked,	“Returning	to	contemporary	choirs,	do	you	perceive	differences	between	

the	performances	of	choirs	resident	in	a	certain	place	(e.g.	the	choir	of	Trinity	College	

Cambridge	or	York	Minster),	as	opposed	to	choirs	that	are	not	tied	to	a	specific	venue	(e.g.	The	

Sixteen	or	The	Hilliard	Ensemble)?”	While	the	researcher	acknowledges	that	there	are	further	

differences	between	the	recordings	to	follow	and	those	already	encountered,	such	as	that	the	

choirs	are	more	than	one-to-a-part	and	they	have	boys	on	the	top	line,	the	issue	of	performing	

context	(i.e.	venue)	lends	itself	to	evaluation	both	as	a	means	of	defining	the	nature	of	

tradition	as	it	is	represented	in	the	recordings	of	cathedral	choirs,	and	because	it	seemed	likely	

to	elicit	different	responses	from	interviewees	according	to	the	context	of	their	own	work.	This	

first	question	asked	interviewees	to	engage	with	the	concept	within	their	own	modern	

working	context.	

A	number	of	interviewees	said	that	the	main	difference	in	ensemble	type,	which	they	had	

experienced	in	their	own	performing	context,	was	in	the	stability	of	the	membership,	though	

this	was	argued	both	ways.	Christopher	Page	said	that	he	found	resident	choirs	to	have	a	more	
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stable	membership	than	he	was	able	to	achieve	with	Gothic	Voices,	though	he	recognised	that	

a	college	foundation	had	its	own	cycle	by	which	membership	is	renewed:	

What’s	clear	is	that	the	professional	bands	or	choirs	have	necessarily	quite	a	

shifting	personnel,	at	least	they	normally	do.	There	are	very	well	known	and	

celebrated	early	music	choirs	which	have	been	on	the	road	for	many	years,	and	

which	bear	no	relation	to	what	they	were	fifteen	years	ago	in	terms	of	

personnel,	and	no	relation	at	all	to	what	they	were	30	years	ago.	So	the	

personnel	of	the	touring	choirs	changes	very	rapidly.	Certainly	one	of	the	

reasons	why	I	gave	up	Gothic	Voices	to	write	my	books	is	that	you	get	a	

particular	group	of	people	together	and	do	a	recording,	who	really	worked	

well,	and	you	wanted	to	go	on	the	road	with	it	but	you	couldn’t.	You	could	do	

the	music	but	you	couldn’t	get	the	same	people.	You've	got	to	start	all	over	

again	with	a	different	set	of	people.	So	the	touring	choirs	obviously	change	

their	choirs	much	more	than	the	resident	choir.	On	the	other	hand,	something	

like	the	choir	here	at	this	college,	you	could	argue	that	that	changes	vastly	

every	academic	year,	every	three	years	or	so	‘cause	they	all	move	on.	I	think	

probably	the	professional	touring	choirs	are	performing	in	a	way	that	is	much	

more	related	to	the	tastes	and	disciplines	instilled	by	the	age	of	recording.	Even	

though	the	college	choirs	themselves	make	records	every	now	and	then,	but	

the	touring	bands	who	are	doing	it	really	professionally	are	not	part	of	a	choral	

foundation	like	Kings	or	Trinity.	They	are	doing	their	style	of	performance	

which	is	much	more	closely	related	to	the	whole	world	of	reviewing	records	

and	that	kind	of	business.	So	in	some	ways	do	you	think	the	professional	

touring	choirs	will	be	more	idiosyncratic	or	more	of	the	time?	No.	I’d	imagine	

that	they’d	probably	be	more	standard.	I	think	the	difference	between	some	of	

the	major	professional	choirs	is	probably	markedly	less	than	it	is	between	Kings	

College	here	and	Trinity,	which	is	only	300	yards	down	the	road	on	the	same	

street.	Because	the	touring	choirs	are	making	a	product,	they’re	obviously	

making	CDs,	probably	quite	regularly,	and	there	is	a	product	people	expect.	

They’ve	heard	it	on	record	and	they	want	to	hear	it	when	they	turn	up.	

Harry	Christophers	felt	that	he	was	able	to	achieve	a	more	stable	membership	with	The	

Sixteen	than	would	be	possible	in	a	resident	choir:	

The	cathedral	choirs	have	a	turnover	of	boys	every	three	or	four	years.	The	

collegiate	choirs	have	a	turnover	every	year,	a	different	thing.	So	you’ve	got	

this	rotation	of	some	years.	I	remember	talking	to	Andrew	Carwood,	at	Saint	
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Paul’s	at	the	moment.	He’s	finally	got	his	set	of	boys,	the	big	boys	he	

auditioned	when	he	first	started.	So	they	come	through	there	and	this	is	now	

his	set	of	boys.	He's	seeing	the	fruits	of	his	labours	and	it's	coming	good.	But	in	

two	years’	time,	a	lot	of	those	will	disappear	and	he’ll	have	a	new	lot	and	they	

might	not	be	half	as	good.	With	groups	like	The	Sixteen	we’re	pretty	stable,	

and	that	does	give	us	this	absolute	uniformity.	The	big	difference	of	course	is	

that	The	Sixteen	are	a	group	that	do	a	vast	amount	of	concerts	and	recordings.	

We	don’t	do	day-in	day-out	church	services	where	you're	going	through	the	

motions,	and	you’ve	got	a	short	time	for	rehearsal	each	day,	so	you're	only	as	

good	as	what	you	can	do	with	the	people	in	front	of	you.	So	there's	a	big	

difference	in	that	sense.	

David	Skinner	said	that	he	was	now	able	to	achieve	greater	stability	in	the	membership	of	

Alamire	than	he	does	conducting	the	choir	of	Sidney	Sussex	College,	Cambridge.	However,	he	

noted	that	he	got	more	consistent	rehearsal	time	with	his	college	singers,	while	the	singers	in	

Alamire	provided	a	challenge	by	virtue	of	the	many	different	repertoires	they	perform	in	

different	ensembles	simultaneously:	

With	my	own	choir	there’s	a	cycle,	so	every	September	you	lose	a	third	of	your	

choir	and	new	people	come	in.	I	normally	get	them	to	where	I	want	them	to	be	

around	this	time	of	year	[June]	just	before	we	record	or	we	go	on	tour,	and	

remarkably	every	year	the	choir	sounds	pretty	similar	even	though	the	voices	

are	different.	So	I	must	be	doing	something	right	in	my	choir	training,	because	

I’ve	got	a	very	clear	idea	about	what	I’m	after.	Many	people	have	commented	

in	the	past	that	the	Sidney	Sussex	choir	sounds	like	a	young	Alamire,	‘cause	of	

the	way	I	get	them	to	sing	on	the	open	vowel	and	the	tuning	and	all	of	that.	

They’re	my	own	kids	and	I	can	spend	as	much	time	with	them	as	I	wish.	I	don’t	

have	to	pay	them	anything.	If	I	want	to	call	an	extra	rehearsal	I	call	an	extra	

rehearsal	and	it’s	great.	We	sing	four	times	a	week.	The	difference	with	

Alamire	is	that	these	people	are	very	busy.	They	sing	elsewhere.	They	sing	for	

all	the	other	groups,	or	they	might	be	oratorio	singers	doing	solos,	so	they’re	

jumping	from	Bach	to	some	Purcell	to	McMillan,	working	with	The	Sixteen	then	

Tenebrae	then	something	else	then	coming	back	to	me.	I	spend	most	of	the	

first	part	of	rehearsal	getting	them	to	sing	the	way	I	like	them	to	sing.	I	

remember	in	the	early	years	it	took	me	a	good	hour	for	them	to	not	sound	like	

another	group	or	a	generic	group.	Now,	because	we’ve	got	such	regular	

membership	and	become	busier,	they	snap	into	it	straight	away,	because	they	
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know	what	I	like.	Sometimes	I’ll	have	to	remind	them	about	certain	things,	like	

the	ends	of	phrases.	There’s	this	vogue	now	amongst	sopranos	that	all	finals	

are	shaked,	so	they	will	sing	and	then	the	last	note	just	shake.	Why	are	they	

doing	that?	It	doesn’t	work	with	the	polyphony	that	we’re	doing,	it’s	for	later	

music.	So	I’ve	got	very	much	a	house	style	that	applies	to	both	[Sidney	Sussex	

chapel	choir	and	Alamire],	but	I	get	more	immediate	satisfaction	from	my	

chapel	choir	at	the	end	of	the	year.	Then	again,	if	I’ve	got	the	team	that	I	work	

with	of	Alamire	all	the	time	then	it	just	snaps	into	place	and	they	know	what	to	

expect	and	what	the	gestures	mean.	

Edward	Wickham	made	a	similar	point,	that	despite	the	membership	turnover	in	the	choir	of	

St	Catherine’s	College,	Cambridge,	he	got	more	rehearsal	time	with	those	singers,	whereas	

freelance	singers	had	their	attention	split	between	the	many	different	choirs	for	which	they	

worked:	

We	also	need	to	make	a	distinction	between	choirs	which	are	constantly	

renewing	themselves,	as	in	the	choir	here,	or	a	choir	which	has	a	fixed	

membership.	If	we’re	talking	about	somewhere	like	here,	the	thing	is	that	we	

have	a	cycle,	a	natural	cycle,	which	lasts	both	within	a	year	and	within	a	three-

year	undergraduate	lifespan.	So,	at	the	beginning	of	a	year,	from	Michaelmas	

term,	you	have	to	work	hard	to	get	a	choir	together.	By	this	time,	you	are	

absolute	riding	high	in	it	and	doing	very	well.	So	that’s	a	big	difference.	There’s	

a	difference	in	terms	of	ambition	of	the	singers	and	indeed	the	reason	they’re	

there.	For	a	singer	in	a	place	like	this,	it’s	a	communal	activity.	It’s	a	social	

thing.	Not	many	of	them	are	actually	formal	Christian	worshippers,	but	still	

sing	in	services	because	they	want	to	sing	the	music	and	they	want	to	be	part	

of	this	group.	So	it’s	often	an	extension	of	the	life	that	they’ve	had	at	school	as	

well.	By	contrast,	a	group	like	The	Clerks	or	a	freelance	group	working	out	of	

London,	it’s	about	coming	for	a	three-hour	session	and	you	have	a	particular	

specified	way	of	doing	things.	Of	course,	it’s	a	professional	thing,	so	one	has	to	

treat	people	in	that	kind	of	way	and	you	have	to	organise	rehearsals	in	a	

particular	kind	of	way.	In	terms	of	the	kind	of	influences	that	people	bring	to	

bear,	in	a	choir	like	this	where	for	most	of	them	I	am	the	only	choral	director	

they	know,	they	will	get	a	lot	from	me	and	there	will	be	a	sense	of	continuity	of	

training,	of	repertorial	focus,	and	all	that.	For	a	group	who	come	together	just	

for	the	occasion,	of	a	particular	concert	for	instance,	they	will	have	come	

maybe	even	that	morning	from	a	rehearsal	with	someone	else	and	they’ll	come	
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with	their	heads	full	of	totally	different	music.	So,	that’s	a	challenge	to	try	and	

refocus	people.	I	mean,	they’re	professionals	and	they	do	it.	They’re	very	used	

to	it.	But	even	if	the	project	that	I’m	doing	with	The	Clerks	is	the	thing	that	is	

most	important	to	me	at	that	time,	you’ve	got	to	recognise	that	the	other	

people	have	five	projects	like	that	which	they’re	doing.	At	the	moment	The	

Clerks	are	working	on	this	music	science	thing	about	auditory	streaming	and	

they’re	all	very	faithful	and	express	enthusiasm	when	they’re	there.	But	then	

they’ll	go	off	and	do	a	session	of	Eric	Whitacre	or	something	and	it’s	a	

completely	different	thing.	

Stephen	Layton	also	thought	that	the	regular	rehearsal	pattern	of	a	resident	choir	was	the	

major	difference:	

Yes.	Regularity	of	rehearsal	encourages	greater	flexibility	and	ensemble	if	

you	are	meeting	a	lot	and	singing	together	at	the	same	time.	

James	O’Donnell,	John	Potter	and	Peter	Phillips	all	said	that	they	considered	the	major	

difference	between	resident	and	touring	choirs	to	be	the	presence	of	boy	trebles.	These	

comments	seemed	to	be	made	with	an	assumption	that	resident	choirs	referred	to	cathedral	

choirs,	and	that	the	majority	of	these	did	not	include	female	participation	during	the	formative	

years	of	the	interviewees	(this	does	not	take	into	account	the	subsequent	role	of	girls	choirs,	

such	as	that	currently	present	at	York	Minster,	and	only	makes	slight	reference	to	the	women	

involved	in	the	collegiate	choral	foundations).	Peter	Phillips	asserted	that	while	having	either	

boys	or	women	made	a	large	difference	to	the	sound,	the	men	were	often	the	same	between	

resident	and	touring	choirs:	

The	main	difference	is	that	the	cathedral	choirs	have	boys	on	the	top	part.	No	

professional	choir	that	tours	around	does	that.	These	touring	choirs	may	use	

only	countertenors,	but	they’re	on	the	alto	part.	In	fact	I	don’t	do	that,	I	have	a	

male	and	a	female	alto	making	up	the	one	line.	They	all	use	women	on	top	

because	you	can’t	tour	with	boys	on	this	kind	of	scale.	It’s	just	not	possible.	So	

the	sound	is	bound	to	be	different.	Women	do	not	sound	like	boys.	That’s	all	

there	is	to	it.	Also	you	need	a	lot	more	boys	to	produce	the	embracive	sound	

that	well-trained	women’s	voice	can	produce.	That’s	the	main	difference	

obviously,	but	the	men,	of	course,	are	going	to	be	the	same.	They	are	the	same	

men.	In	my	standard	line	up	at	the	moment,	I	use	three	members	of	

Westminster	Abbey	Choir	and	two	members	of	St.	Paul’s	Cathedral	Choir.	But	
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you	can	be	jolly	sure	that	when	they	sing	for	those	other	institutions	it	doesn’t	

sound	like	The	Tallis	Scholars.	

John	Potter	made	a	similar	point,	adding	that	there	is	often	a	clear	progression	from	singing	in	

a	college	choir	to	singing	in	a	professional	touring	choir,	which	further	homogenises	the	

musical	culture:	

Well	certainly	in	England	the	one	sort	of	goes	into	the	other	because	you	get	

most	of	the	choirs,	like	The	Sixteen,	their	members	have	been	at	some	point	in	

college	choirs.	The	main	difference,	I	guess,	is	that	the	touring	ones	are	all	

adult	choirs	whereas	the	cathedral	choirs	have	boys	on	the	top	line	so	the	

sound	is	different.	There	must	be	advantages	and	disadvantages	to	having	the	

same	people	day	after	day	or	not.	That	would	depend	on	the	choir	and	the	

conductor	and	all	that.	

James	O’Donnell	agreed	that	the	presence	of	boys	was	a	major	point	of	differentiation.	He	

added	that	resident	choirs,	even	when	they	do	travel,	carry	the	mark	of	their	home	acoustic	

with	them:	

The	choirs	that	generally	tour	around	generally	don’t	sing	at	church.	They	tend	

to	be	adult	choirs,	so,	of	course	they	are	very	different	from	choirs	that	contain	

children,	in	many	ways.	I	think	a	choir	that’s	based	in	a	place	and	belongs	to	

that	place,	clearly	reflects	that	place	and	when	it	does	travel,	King’s	travels	

more	than	Westminster	does,	for	various	reasons,	they	bring	the	place	with	

them	in	a	way.	So	in	a	sense,	you’re	hearing	more	than	just	a	group	of	singers	

and	the	music	that	they’re	singing:	you’re	experiencing	something	of	the	place.	

They’ve	brought	with	them	the	ethos,	what	it	stands	for.	If	you	sing	in	the	

same	building	every	day,	it’s	going	to	affect	the	sound	you’re	going	to	make.	

Inevitably	you’re	going	to	work	and	you’re	going	to	sing	in	a	way,	and	function	

in	a	way	chorally,	that	it	just	sets	you	in	that	place	and	it’s	something	which	

grows	up	and	continues	to	develop.	It’s	a	natural	thing	for	any	group	to	do.	In	

an	instrumental	group	or	an	orchestra	playing	in	a	concert	hall	like	the	Vienna	

Philharmonic,	that	will	sound	different	from	the	Berlin	Philharmonic	or	the	

London	Symphony	Orchestra	in	different	halls	and	in	a	different	context.	I	think	

it	does	inevitably,	the	place	imprints	on	the	group.	

Robert	Hollingworth	agreed	that	the	acoustic	in	which	a	resident	choir	normally	sings	has	a	

large	impact	on	the	way	it	performs:	
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Yeah,	very	much	so,	because	you	learn	to	sing	to	your	acoustic.	I	well	

remember	as	a	Hereford	Cathedral	chorister	there	going	to	do	my	first	Three	

Choirs’	Evensong	in	Worcester	Cathedral	and	finding	it	was	dry	as	a	bone	and	

that	you	had	to	sing	more,	whereas	when	the	Worcester	boys	came	to	

Hereford,	they	just	shouted	and	they	didn’t	need	to	because	the	building	was	

doing	all	the	work	for	them.	So	yes,	you	do	absolutely	develop	that.	

However,	Robert	Hollingworth	seemed	to	prefer	using	freelance	singers	and	performing	in	

different	venues,	as	working	in	the	same	acoustic	may	have	a	stifling	effect:	

I	think	when	you’re	effectively	freelance,	there	is	a	freshness	to	what	you	do	

because	there’s	a	freshness	to	who’s	hearing	it,	as	well.	The	danger	is	that	you	

get	a	certain	arrogance	from	ensembles	that	are	based	in	one	place,	of	just	

being	used	to	it,	or	of	it	losing	its	special	nature.	I	don’t	think	it’s	to	do	with	the	

people	involved	at	all.	I’ve	sung	in	resident	choirs	and	I’ve	conducted	resident	

choirs	like	the	BBC	Singers.	Part	of	it	is	that	residency	also	implies	a	financial	

security	and	I	think	that	goes	hand-in-hand.	The	freelance	scene	in	London	is	

quite	extraordinary.	I	mean,	I’ve	had	a	few	critical	comments	here	about	the	

lack	of	expression	in	the	sound	or	that	kind	of	thing,	but	we’re	all	obsessed	

with	what	went	on	in	the	sixteenth	century.	I	think	in	a	few	centuries	time,	

when	they	come	back	to	look	at	the	twentieth	century,	they	will	say	there	was	

this	extraordinary	thing	that	went	on	between	about	1970	and	now	where	

there	was	this	massive	flourishing	of	choirs,	and	even	if	audiences	weren’t	up	

particularly,	the	number	of	people	wanting	to	do	it	and	loving	the	music	and	

taking	enormous	care	over	it	will	be	seen	as	something	almost	even	greater	

than	the	Renaissance	itself.	

Earlier	in	the	interview,	in	answer	to	question	2.2,	James	O’Donnell	had	pointed	out	that	

resident	choirs	tend	to	cover	a	broader	repertoire	than	touring	choirs,	which	had	implications	

for	both	their	vocal	technique	and	the	way	they	interpret	repertoire	over	a	range	of	styles:	

Also,	unlike	some	groups,	the	choir	I	conduct	at	the	moment,	for	example,	the	

choir	of	Westminster’s	Abbey,	we’re	not	a	specialist	early	music	choir.	We’re	

quite	likely	to	perform	something	Victorian	in	the	same	service	as	some	Tudor	

music	or	something	contemporary,	or	some	German	romantic	music.	We	could	

be	singing	anything	one	minute	and	then	something	completely	different	the	

next	minute.	We	haven’t	got	the	luxury	of	being	able	to	go	into	a	bubble	for	

one	sort	of	music	and	then	into	a	completely	different	bubble	for	the	next	song.	
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There	has	to	be	some	kind	of	overall	coherence	to	all	those	vocal	and	choral	

approaches,	to	all	repertoire,	which	is	adapted	to	bring	out	particular	facets	of	

particular	sorts	of	repertoire.	So	I	might	work	very	much	on	the	vitality	of	the	

discourse	with	one	work,	and	then	work	on	really	trying	to	achieve	a	

translucent,	dreamy,	velvety	chordal	texture	in	another	work.	But	where	you’re	

coming	from	both	vocally	and	chorally	has	to	be	essentially	the	same	place,	

with	the	same	group	of	singers.	In	a	standing	choir,	we’re	here	every	day	

performing	that	function.	

Question	6.2	returned	the	discussion	to	a	historical	context,	asking,	“Would	you	expect	these	

differences	to	have	been	more	or	less	pronounced	in	the	early	twentieth	century?”	It	was	not	

expected	that	interviewees	would	have	a	studied	opinion	on	this	topic,	the	question	engaging	

more	with	what	the	assumptions	of	the	interviewees	were	before	heading	into	the	final	two	

period	recordings.	Christopher	Page	said	that	he	thought	there	would	be	much	more	variation	

within	the	performing	style	across	both	types	of	choirs,	as	it	was	prior	to	the	homogenising	

effect	of	recording	culture:	

I	would	have	thought	that	there	would	be	much	less	homogeneity.	For	the	

simple	reason	that	there	isn’t	that	kind	of	culture	of	recording.	Obviously	

people	are	making	recordings,	but	I	don’t	imagine	that	The	English	Singers,	for	

example,	had	heard	many	recordings	by	their	contemporaries	doing	the	same	

repertoire.	I	would	have	thought	it	would	be	much	more	idiosyncratic.	Much	

more	varied,	as	it	must	have	been	in	the	sixteenth	century.	

John	Potter,	having	said	that	he	saw	a	continuity	of	style	between	resident	and	touring	choirs	

today,	felt	that	there	would	be	a	greater	difference	between	resident	and	touring	choirs	in	the	

early	twentieth	century,	though	they	would	still	be	operating	in	a	related	style:	

I	would	say	from	my	memory	of	recordings	of	choirs	from	the	period	that	The	

English	Singers	is	a	more	refined	version	of	what	you	would	hear	in	a	cathedral	

choir.	And	certainly	descriptions	of	cathedral	choirs,	you	don’t	know	what	you	

might	get	if	you	turn	up	at	Hereford	at	4	o’clock	in	the	afternoon	in	the	middle	

of	winter.	They	would	have	rehearsed	on	that	very	specific	repertoire	as	

opposed	to	the	same	stuff	that	comes	around	once	a	year	which	most	

cathedral	choirs	do.	So	sort	of	a	greater	difference?	Yeah.	

David	Skinner	said	that	the	whole	business	of	touring	choirs	was	determined	by	financial	

issues,	and	that	he	did	not	believe	the	financial	imperatives	would	have	been	as	rigid	in	the	

early	twentieth	century:	
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Well,	I	think	it’s	all	down	to	finance.	With	touring	choirs	you	have	to	pay	them	

and	it’s	expensive.	I	would	imagine	in	those	days	these	guys	got	together	

because	they	liked	to	be	together	and	they	didn’t	worry	about	finance.	They	

were	probably	singing	together	as	much	as	a	cathedral	choir	would	have	sung	

together.	They	were	one-to-a-part	and	they	had	a	very	clear	vision	as	to	what	

they	were	after.	I	don’t	think	there	would	have	been	much	of	a	difference.	It	

would	all	have	been	in	terms	of	financial	implications,	which	is	what	we’re	

always	thinking	about	now.	If	I	want	to	do	a	series	of	concerts	and	I	can’t	

afford	the	rehearsal,	we	don’t	do	it.	

Harry	Christophers	similarly	did	not	think	that	the	divide	between	professional	and	amateur	

would	have	been	as	well	established	as	it	is	now:	

Less	pronounced	because	I	suspect	that	a	lot	of	these	singers	were	from	the	

cathedral,	chapel,	college	fraternity.	Apart	from	the	women,	I’m	guessing.	

Possibly	yes,	so	that’s	interesting,	isn't	it?	That’s	another	subject	really.	But	

cathedral	choirs	were	where	the	music	was	going.	Some	were	doing	better	

than	others.	I	would	have	thought	that	the	music	making	by	vocal	groups	was	

much	more	on	the	good	amateur	side	rather	than	actually	amateur	to	

professional.	There’s	a	big	divide	today	with	the	professional	groups	only	

because	of	the	fact	that	we	tour	a	lot.	It's	all	practicalities	that	have	come	with	

the	modern	age	really.	

Robert	Hollingworth	felt	that	there	would	not	have	been	enough	touring	choirs	around	to	

warrant	making	the	distinction	between	resident	and	touring:	

Well,	I’m	assuming	that	most	of	the	choirs	would’ve	been	resident.	Groups	like	

The	English	Singers	would’ve	been	very	unusual,	very,	very	unusual.	Let’s	look	

at	actual	choirs.	Well,	I	don’t	know	what	they	were,	but	I	think	things	would’ve	

been	much	more	resident-based.	

Edward	Wickham	raised	the	question	of	the	singing	style	members	of	touring	choirs	would	

have	been	engaged	in	when	not	singing	early	repertoire,	and	how	that	difference	may	have	

affected	their	approach:	

Oh,	much	less	pronounced,	surely.	Actually	thinking	about	the	backgrounds	of	

these	singers,	I	guess	not.	They’re	not	actually	opera	singers.	That	would	be	the	

main	thing,	if	you’re	going	from	an	opera	house	to	a	chapel	choir.	I	don’t	know	

enough	about	the	sociology	of	this.	In	other	countries,	they	do	have	that	thing,	
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don’t	they?	Or	have	had	that	thing,	where	the	opera	singers	will	also	furnish	

the	choirs	and	presumably	they	have	to	bring	different	aesthetic	values	to	bear	

on	that.	Come	to	think	of	it,	if	that	sort	of	music	is	so	extraordinary	to	them,	

doing	those	sort	of	performances	of	Byrd,	one	wonders	what	these	singers,	

assuming	they’re	professionals,	were	doing	other	than	that.	So	perhaps	

actually,	going	back	on	what	I	said,	perhaps	actually	they	would	have	had	to	

recreate	their	approach	to	do	this	sort	of	music.	

In	this	way,	questions	6.1	and	6.2	prepared	the	way	for	listening	to	recordings	of	Cathedral	

choirs	from	the	1920s,	and	anticipated	some	of	the	responses	that	arose	from	considering	the	

different	contexts	in	which	these	choirs	operated.	

5.7	COMMENTARY	ON	RECORDING	3	

Having	played	recordings	of	a	professional	touring	choir	and	discussed	the	differences	

between	resident	and	touring	choirs,	the	interview	now	turned	to	focus	on	the	recordings	of	

resident	choirs.	Questions	7.1	to	7.9	asked	interviewees	to	engage	with	the	recording	of	Byrd’s	

Ave	Verum	performed	by	the	Choir	of	Westminster	Cathedral	directed	by	Lancelot	Long	in	

1929.	When	asked	if	they	were	familiar	with	the	choir	(question	7.1),	all	of	the	interviewees	

said	they	were,	though	some	said	they	knew	more	about	the	choir’s	reputation	in	later	years.	

Questions	7.2	and	7.3	asked	the	interviewees	both	directly	(question	7.2)	and	indirectly	

(question	7.3)	to	assess	the	standard	of	the	performance,	while	question	7.4	asked	the	

interviewees	to	imagine	what	aesthetic	values	had	shaped	it.	When	asked,	“What	are	your	first	

reactions	to	that	recording?”	(question	7.2)	almost	all	of	the	interviewees	commented	on	the	

quality	of	the	bass	sound.	Christopher	Page	said	he	liked	what	he	called	“…a	very	fine	bass…”,	

but	most	of	the	other	interviewees	disagreed	with	that	assessment.	Harry	Christophers	

mentioned	a	“…great	bass	sound…”	in	answer	to	question	7.2,	but	said	“…shoot	the	basses…”	

when	asked	how	he	would	assess	the	sound	if	it	came	from	a	modern	choir	(question	7.3).	

David	Skinner	stated:	

I	was	trying	to	judge	whether	the	men	were	single	voices	but	it	does	seem	at	

least	two	on	the	part.	A	very	dominant	singer	in	each,	and	a	very	insensitive	

bass	who’s	singing	far	too	loudly	compared	to	what’s	going	on.	

David	Skinner	repeated	these	comments	in	answer	to	question	7.3,	saying:	
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There’s	emotion	in	there	of	course,	but	I	think	the	quality	and	the	blend,	it	was	

very	bass	heavy,	it	would	not	get	a	good	review	in	any	magazine	today	if	they	

were	a	modern	group.	

Edward	Wickham	noted	that	having	such	a	clear	bass	sound	meant	you	could	hear	the	

portamento	they	were	using:	

Well,	it’s	a	very	bass-heavy	recording.	I	don’t	know	if	that’s	intentional	or	not.	

And	you	do	get	the	swoops	of	the	bass.	

This	was	something	Edward	Wickham	reiterated	in	answer	to	question	7.3.	Peter	Phillips	

agreed	with	Edward	Wickham,	saying:	

All	you	hear	is	bass	tone,	and	it’s	sung	in	a	very	particular	way,	it’s	swept	

around	and	exaggerated.	

Robert	Hollingworth	asked	whether	there	would	have	been	someone	like	a	sound	engineer	

responsible	for	the	recording	balance:	

Would	there	have	been	such	a	thing	as	a	balance	engineer	in	those	days	who	

would’ve	been	shot	for	having	the	basses	so	close?	But	it’s	interesting	though	

because	you’re	so	close	up	to	the	basses,	you	can	really	hear	what	they’re	

doing	with	it.	There’s	portamento	sliding	down	from	the	E	flat	to	the	C.	

John	Potter	felt	that	the	bass	sound	was	a	result	of	an	overly	controlling	conductor,	such	that	

the	singers	had	handed	over	all	responsibility	for	listening	to	their	place	in	the	ensemble:	

Well	the	first	thing	is	you	can	just	tell	it’s	conducted	and	I	know	that	the	mic	

was	obviously	rather	nearer	the	bass	than	you	would’ve	liked,	but	the	bass	

would	never	sound	like	that	unless	he	had	turned	his	brain	off	and	was	just	

watching	the	conductor.	If	he	was	singing	without	a	conductor,	he	would’ve	

thought	much	more	carefully	about	what	he	was	doing	and	he	wouldn’t	have	

sounded	like	a	foghorn.	And	it's	sort	of	got	that	conductor-y	thing	where	you	

can	just	hear	people	following	a	beat.	Again	very	like	a	modern	performance	in	

many	ways.	In	the	context	of	what	we’re	talking	about	I’m	guessing	since	it’s	

Westminster	Cathedral	it’s	a	sort	of	big-time	London	choir,	post-Terry,	so	they	

are	being	more	sophisticated	perhaps.	There’s	not	much	portamento,	sadly,	

but	the	magnificent	rallentando	at	the	end.	Not	quite	together	again	because	

they’re	just	not	listening,	they’re	following	the	conductor.	Very	much	of	its	

period,	I	would	say,	in	its	way.	
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Maintaining	this	train	of	thought,	John	Potter’s	major	advice,	were	this	performance	to	be	

given	by	a	modern	choir	(question	7.3),	was	to	remove	the	conductor:	

I’d	say	fire	the	conductor	and	just	take	the	risk	and	do	it	without	and	see	what	

happens,	but	they	wouldn’t	do	that	because	usually	the	conductor	is	also	the	

entrepreneur.	I	would	take	the	conductor	on	one	side	and	say,	“Look,	give	

them	a	bit	of	room.	Don’t	try	and	mould	to	your	own	will	because	then	you	will	

get	30	brains	on	the	case	rather	than	just	yours	and	you	will	get	a	richer	

result.”	So	what	is	it	about	the	sound	that	makes	you	identify	it	as	the	

conductor	having	too	much…	Well,	you	can	hear	lots	of	shaping,	it’s	not	the	

kind	of	thing	that	a	singer	would	instinctively	do	necessarily.	A	lot	of	it	is	very	

un-nuanced	and	you	hear	different	things	in	different	parts	that	they’re	not	

listening	to	each	other,	so	they’re	not	responding,	nobody	responds	to	the	bass	

because	they’re	just	there	to	do	what	they’re	told.	If	they're	having	to	create	it	

themselves	and	think	the	whole	thing	through,	they	would	sing	it	in	a	much	

more	nuanced	way	because	the	way	these	things	work	is	that	if	you’re	sharing	

information	with	someone,	with	your	fellow	singers	rather	than	just	with	the	

conductor,	you	are	then	affecting	the	way	the	performance	goes	and	you	have	

points	where	you	can	influence	the	music	and	points	where	you	have	to	be	

influenced	by	somebody	else.	It’s	a	very	sophisticated	process.	It’s	difficult	in	a	

choir	but	it’s	not	impossible.	But	very	few	choirs	use	that	because	they’d	much	

rather	just	do	what	the	conductor	says;	and	that’s	fine,	it	provides	a	certain	

sort	of	result,	lots	of	people	like	it	and	everyone’s	happy.	

In	answer	to	question	7.3,	Peter	Phillips	also	expressed	that	some	of	the	interpretive	choices	

were	only	being	made	because	of	the	presence	of	the	conductor:	

Well,	I’d	rather	hear	them	singing	Stanford	in	A.	They’d	be	good	at	that.	Is	this	

just	the	wrong	repertoire	for	them,	you	think?	Well,	of	course	it’s	pioneering	

days.	This	is	Westminster	Cathedral,	so	they’ve	actually	been	through	a	lot	of	

repertoire,	really	hard	pieces	that	we	still	think	twice	about	doing.	It’s	not	fair	

to	say	that	they’re	completely	new	to	it	all.	There’s	a	lot	of	rubato	and	I	

presume	that’s	possibly	because	of	the	conductor.	So	they’re	following	their	

conductor.	An	unaccompanied	one-to-a-part	group	would	find	it	more	difficult	

to	keep	together	with	such	changes	of	tempo	mid-phrase.	

Robert	Hollingworth	also	commented	on	the	influence	of	the	conductor:	
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It’s	a	very	heavily	directed	recording.	I’d	say	there’s	a	slight	lack	of	trust	in	the	

music	itself.	I	find	it	very	interesting	and	very	lovely	to	listen	to	and	I	would	

want	to	have	a	recording	like	that	amongst	recordings	of	Ave	Verum.	But	it	

shows	a	need	to	constantly	be	doing	something,	lots	of	tenuto,	dynamic	

effects,	more	awareness	of	dissonance	than	The	English	Singers.	Just	in	the	

amen	there,	with	the	D	against	the	E	flat,	there’s	a	holding	of	it	to	draw	

attention	to	it.	

James	O’Donnell	felt	that	the	balance	problem,	combined	with	the	exaggerated	interpretation,	

made	it	a	less	successful	performance	than	that	of	The	English	Singers:	

My	first	reaction	is	it	isn’t	very	good,	even	by	the	sounds	of	the	time,	and	

probably	even	for	the	recording,	because	the	choir	is	simply	not	singing	in	the	

same	way.	The	upper	three	parts	are	very	woolly	and	indistinct,	in	terms	of	

their	projection	of	the	text.	Of	the	vividness	of	the	vowels,	they’re	too	similar	

and	very	lacking	in	brightness	and	colour.	It	sounds	like	a	bass	obbligato	with	

the	backing	group	on	the	top.	The	bass	is	very	old	fashioned,	very	slightly	

overwrought	in	terms	of	its	characterization,	but	it	sounds	as	though	in	a	

different	performance.	So	purely	just	in	its	own	musical	terms,	if	one	was	being	

critical	about	it,	one	would	say,	“That’s	not	very	good.”	It’s	nowhere	near	as	

good	as	The	English	Singers	one	as	a	performance	of	that	piece.	

However,	Stephen	Layton	thought	that,	despite	having	more	vibrato	and	more	portamenti,	the	

interpretation	was	superior	to	The	English	Singers:	

The	phraseology	 is	better	than	the	previous	one.	There’s	a	bass	bumping	

and	you	could	hear	some	of	the	other	parts	separating	away.	I	think	it’s	

unfortunate;	but	there’s	definitely	a	sense	of	more	hierarchy	 in	the	stressing	

of	the	words.	It’s	a	bit	random	in	unanimity	 in	each	line;	I	can’t	work	out	

how	many	people	are	singing	on	each	part	exactly.	But	there’s	something	

interesting	 there,	perhaps	because,	in	comparison	 to	the	first	recording,	it’s	

not	as	clear;	not	as	clean	singing.	There’s	more	vibrato;	there’s	more	sort	of	

sliding	around;	a	more	romantic	approach	to	some	of	the	intervals,	etc.	In	

some	ways,	it	actually	speaks	more	as	a	piece	of	music	as	a	result	of	that,	

because	 it	has	a	bit	more	sense	of	trying	to	interpret	the	text,	which	

appealed	to	me.	Interesting	because,	with	a	certain	translucent	silvery	

beautiful	sound.	Ave	Verum	could	also	be	sung	with	very	little	inflection,	

and	via	sounds	suspended	 in	time,	which	is	equally	very	beautiful.	But	
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what’s	interesting	 is	that	today	we	would	probably	say	that	the	sound	of	

those	voices	is	never	going	to	be	terribly	beautiful.	But	somehow	by	actually	

giving	all	that	phrasing	to	it,	it	gave	it	something	else	which	actually	spoke.	

David	Skinner	made	similar	comments,	saying	that	he	also	preferred	the	greater	level	of	

interpretation:	

You	can	tell	it’s	a	liturgical	choir.	They’ve	had	more	experience	singing	this	sort	

of	stuff.	It’s	a	very	small	choir,	I	was	expecting	more	singers.	I’d	like	to	know	

just	how	big	it	is.	I	was	trying	to	judge	whether	the	men	were	single	voices	but	

it	does	seem	at	least	two	on	the	part.	A	very	dominant	singer	in	each,	and	a	

very	insensitive	bass	who’s	singing	far	too	loudly	compared	to	what’s	going	on.	

There	are	very	few	boys	it	seems.	Do	you	know	anything	about	the	number?	I	

don’t	know	the	exact	number	for	this	particular	performance.	An	authentic	

Tudor	choir	would	be	very	small	indeed,	4	men	and	7	boys.	It	sounds	like	a	very	

small	select	group	for	this	recording;	maybe	they	didn’t	use	the	entire	choir.	

Admiration	must	be	given	for	their	attempts	to	interpret	and	that’s	what	

they’re	doing.	You	can	really	tell	that	this	is	a	liturgical	performance	and	the	

other	one	was	a	chamber	performance.	That’s	the	fundamental	difference,	I	

think.	The	chamber’s	was	reasonably	straight.	…	I	prefer	that	[the	

Westminster]	performance	to	the	other	one	I	think,	‘cause	at	least	it’s	doing	

something.	

Edward	Wickham	felt	that	he	could	hear	similarities	between	the	performance	of	The	English	

Singers	and	that	of	Westminster	Cathedral:	

It’s	a	bit	more	mannered,	actually.	The	gestures	are	much	more	clearly	and	

elaborately	produced	than	the	previous	one.	Although	again	you	can’t	hear	it	

in	the	recording,	they	seem	to	be	basking	in	a	nice,	big	acoustic.	I	know	the	

cathedral	acoustic	is	huge	and	very	generous	for	that	sort	of	thing.	So,	it’s	a	

different	approach.	I	would	still	say	that	aesthetically	that	and	the	first	one	

come	from	the	same	kind	of	conceptual	stable.	The	first	one	attempting,	in	a	

sense,	to	recreate	that	kind	of	sound	on	a	smaller	scale.	

Christopher	Page	noted	the	use	of	straight	tone	and	rubato	in	expressing	the	text:	

What’s	especially	noticeable	is	how	completely	lacking	they	are	in	vibrato.	It’s	

very,	very	straight	on	the	whole,	which	accords	with	the	evidence	of	how	string	

players	played	and	how	soloist	singers	sang	[in	the	1920s].	We’re	talking	about	
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a	time	when	vibrato,	when	it	exists,	is	very	fast	and	very	narrow,	as	opposed	to	

vey	slow	and	very	wide	as	it’s	become.	It’s	very	rhetorical	of	course.	The	very	

notable	effect	of	performances	from	that	generation	is	how	rhetorical	they	are,	

the	louder	bits	are	louder	relative	to	the	softer	bits	than	they	would	be	now.	

There	are	the	impulses,	the	moving	forward,	and	pushing	the	tactus	forward	

and	then	pulling	it	back	in	a	way	that	would	now	be	considered	unacceptable.	

Not	just	old	fashioned	but	unacceptable.	Clearly	there	is	a	sense	of	projecting	

this	text	about	the	body	of	Christ,	which	is	what	that	text	is	and	in	that	sense	

it’s	very	Catholic.	It	indulges	a	very	strong	affective	piety	about	the	notions	of	

the	body	of	Christ.	

Robert	Hollingworth	also	noticed	over-indulgence	in	rubato	in	his	answer	to	question	7.3:	

If	it	was	a	performance	given	today,	I’d	say	that	it	was	very	interesting,	but	the	

tactus	should	be	allowed	to	speak	a	little	bit	more	gradually.	There	was	a	bit	

too	much	pull	on	it,	but	I	find	it	interesting.	

Christopher	Page,	in	answer	to	question	7.3,	proposed	that	the	rhythmic	imprecision	was	

probably	something	of	which	the	choir	was	unaware,	as	it	was	simply	part	of	the	prevailing	

musical	style:	

I	certainly	think	once	you	got	into	its	sound	world,	so	to	speak	it,	and	absorbed	

its	conventions,	those	sort	of	big	diminuendos	on	the	chord	at	the	end	of	

phrases	and	so	on,	it’s	very	impressive.	It’s	also	still	true	that	they	have	no	real	

sense	of	pulse.	There	are	cadences	where	they	all	get	to	the	cadential	chord	at	

very	different	times.	They	all	land	on	the	note	at	different	times.	I	suspect	that	

they	probably	couldn’t	hear	they	were	doing	that,	they	probably	didn’t	know	

they	were	doing	that.	I	think	the	fact	that	musicians	didn’t	know	what	they	

were	doing,	in	a	very	strict	sense	of	the	words,	is	something	very	profound.	I’d	

doubt	that	they	could	actually	tell	that	they	were	not	getting	to	the	same	

point.	After	all,	when	you’re	performing	something	you	have	a	certain	set	of	

expectations	about	what	you’re	listening	for,	and	you	listen	for	those	things	

and	you	don’t	listen	for	other	things.	If	it’s	part	of	ambient	style	of	your	period,	

you	don’t	attend	to	a	particular	thing,	then	you	wont	hear	that	you’re	not	

attending	to	it.	

Several	of	the	interviewees	commented	on	the	distorted	vowels.	David	Skinner	related	the	

sound	to	that	of	King’s	College	under	David	Willcocks:	
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The	vowels	were	so	covered	[in	the	Westminster	recording],	I	mean	

[demonstrates	‘miserere’]	and	that’s	not	even	a	word.	What	we	try	to	do	these	

days	is	to	brighten	the	vowels	and	give	it	a	bit	more	ping,	but	this	was	very	

bizarre	pronunciation.	It’s	like	they	all	had	cotton	in	their	mouth.	But	I	suppose	

that	was	the	hootiness,	the	quality	that	grew	into	what	David	Wilcox	

trademarked	at	Kings.	

Stephen	Layton	noted	that	the	vowel	distortion	was	related	to	dynamic	level:	

It’s	quite	‘hooty’.	Except	for	the	first	vowel,	it	was	very	“oh”	instead	of	

singing	“oh,	ee,	ah.”	And	it	begins	to	change.	I	found	it	interesting	 that	their	

piano	(soft	singing)	is	achieved	by	closing	the	mouth,	so	there’s	no	“ah”	

sound,	which	we	probably	tend	to	do	today.		

Robert	Hollingworth	said	it	no	longer	sounded	like	a	United	Kingdom	accent:	

There’s	this	bizarre	pronunciation	of	miserere.	When	they	started	ave	verum,	it	

sounded	so	South	African.	

Peter	Phillips	also	commented	on	the	vowel	qualities,	saying:	

There	are	dreadful	vowel	sounds.	I’ve	never	heard	anything	like	it.	Two	of	the	

vowel	sounds,	they	start	off	singing	“Or-ve,”	and	then	you	get	this	“mi-so-re-ra,	

mi-so-re.”	

Some	of	the	interviewees	thought	they	could	hear	similarities	between	the	recording	and	

more	modern	choirs.	In	answer	to	question	7.3,	Peter	Phillips	suggested	that	you	could	hear	a	

related	sound	still	being	produced	at	some	the	minor	English	cathedrals	today:	

In	a	way,	I	think	that	if	you	went	to	an	English	cathedral	today,	not	one	of	the	

mainline	ones,	but	somewhere	like	Chester	or	Ripon,	you	wouldn’t	hear	that,	

but	you’d	hear	something	nearer	to	that	recording	than	you	get	from	any	

professional	group.	‘Cause	it’s	just	totally	unacceptable	in	the	way	things	are	

done	these	days.	The	public	wouldn’t	like	it.	The	public	are	educated	too	and	

we	rely	on	our	audiences.	They’re	not	accountable	in	the	same	way	to	the	

audience.	Exactly.	

Harry	Christophers	commented	that	the	sound	also	reminded	him	of	more	recent	choirs,	and	

that	he	found	the	emphasis	on	certain	syllables	to	be	a	particularly	Catholic	form	of	vocal	

expression:	
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It	just	reminds	me	of	the	Birmingham	Oratory	Choir	that	my	father-in-law	used	

to	conduct	it.	It's	very	Catholic.	They	use	this	term	‘very	Catholic	sound’,	and	it	

is.	I	suspect	it's	recorded	in	Westminster	Cathedral	itself.	It’s	an	extraordinary	

male	sound	with	the	scooping	up	and	down.	This	way	of	lurching	onto	syllables	

of	words,	which	again	is	a	Catholic	thing,	and	I’d	love	to	know	quite	how	it	all	

happened.	It's	a	trademark	of	Terry,	who	was	obviously	the	first	at	

Westminster	Cathedral.	Terry	actually	resigned	because	he	couldn’t	get	any	

support	from	the	Cathedral	for	the	things	he	wanted	to	do	because	Terry	was	a	

ground	breaker.	[After	Terry]	I	think	the	job	was	divided	between	two	priests,	

one	being	this	guy,	Long.	So	they’re	sort	of	going	through	the	motions.	But	

really	great	bass	sound,	interesting	top	line.	Of	course,	later	on	in	time	when	

you	get	to	George	Malcolm,	everything’s	happening	there.	But	there's	

something	about	it.	It's	a	full	choir	compared	to	one	to	a	part	with	The	English	

Singers.	But	there's	something	very	atmospheric	about	it.	It	reminds	me	so	

much	of	the	choir	my	father-in-law	did	at	Birmingham	because	he	had	been	

boy	under	H.	B.	Collins.	So	it	was	a	sort	of	Catholic	tradition	of	leaning	onto	

various	syllables,	but	at	least	interpreting	the	piece.	There's	something	

happening	there.	I’d	much	prefer	to	hear	that	than	some	lame,	esoteric,	bland	

performance.	

In	answer	to	question	7.3,	Harry	Christophers	suggested	that	some	elements	of	the	

interpretation	were	still	present	in	the	performances	of	Westminster	Cathedral	today,	though	

in	a	refined	version:	

Again,	it's	a	sound	of	its	age	really,	but	interesting.	It’s	interesting	to	see	that	

taking	that	sound	and	refining	it	through	the	techniques	of	singing	and	

everything	we	know	about	the	voice	today,	it's	not	that	far	different	from	the	

way	Westminster	Cathedral	would	be	performing	this	music	today.	But	

(Westminster	Cathedral	today)	is	much	better,	I	mean.	

Peter	Phillips	questioned	whether	the	interpretive	features	were	really	sincere	or	were	simply	

automatically	applied	by	the	choir	to	everything	they	sang:	

It’s	actually	quite	interesting.	Clearly	there	are	dreadful	technical	problems	

with	it.	All	you	hear	is	bass	tone,	and	it’s	sung	in	a	very	particular	way,	it’s	

swept	around	and	exaggerated.	My	impression	of	it	is	they	actually	do	more	in	

terms	of	accenting	important	syllables	and	picking	them	out.	The	question	is	

whether	they	mean	it	or	whether	they	are	just	doing	what	they	always	do	
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every	day	in	the	cathedral	choir.	They’ve	probably	trained	themselves,	over	all	

the	services,	all	the	different	repertoires	they	do,	to	go	for	certain	syllables.	It	

sounds	to	me	that	there	was	more	interpretation	there,	more	of	an	attempt	to	

create	a	meaningful	atmosphere.	It	sounds	to	me	mechanical.	I	think	they’ve	

identified	certain	things.	I	missed	meaning	in	sound	of	the	mortis	and	the	O	

Dulcis.	It’s	what	comes	over	to	the	listener,	whether	the	interpretation	is	

convincing	or	not,	whether	it	sounds	genuine	or	not.	To	me	it	sounds	

mechanical	and	slightly	artificial.	All	those	rubatos,	it	becomes	a	cliché,	just	

slowing	down	at	particular	moments	as	you’ve	been	taught.	There’s	a	delicate	

balance.	They’re	quite	good	at	that	but	I	think	that	they’re	just	doing	it	without	

thinking.	One	other	thing	is	I	can’t	tell	who’s	singing	the	top	part.	I	can’t	tell	if	

it’s	boys	or	women.	It	could	be	anybody.	There	can’t	be	very	many	of	them	

[boys].	He	(Timothy	Day)	points	out	that	a	choir	wouldn’t	even	have	all	the	

basses	there,	as	they	couldn’t	get	near	enough	to	the	horn.	The	boys	were	put	

in	front,	maybe	you’ve	got	four	or	five	of	them.	…	I	think	you’re	getting	a	

glimpse	there	of	a	much	older	world.	I’m	fascinated	by	that.	I	mean,	the	1909	

recording	of	Westminster	Cathedral	or	Abbey,	the	guys	who	sang	in	there	

could	have	been	alive	in	the	1830s.	They	were	probably	the	local	butcher.	I	find	

it	terribly	moving	that	that’s	what	I’m	hearing.	

Question	7.4	asked,	“What	aesthetic	values	do	you	perceive	as	present	in	this	performance?”.	

The	majority	of	respondents	thought	that	the	major	aesthetic	value	was	simply	to	present	the	

text	with	a	sense	of	reverence.	Christopher	Page	stated:	

It’s	all	about	the	very	Catholic	affective	piety	for	the	wounded	body	of	Christ.	

Ave	Verum	Corpus	means	Hail	true	body.	How	does	the	text	go	on,	do	you	

know?	…	You	start	to	get	words	about	the	wounds	of	Christ.	So	that	is	meant	

to	be	a	very	emotional	meditation	on	the	wounded	body	of	Christ.	Can	I	just	

check,	you	mean	Catholic	in	terms	of	that	theology	side	or	in	terms	of	it	being	

not	particularly	English?	No.	Catholic	in	terms	of	devotion	to	the	wounds	of	

Christ	being	not	a	particularly	Protestant	form	of	devotion.	

David	Skinner	thought	they	would	have	a	basic	awareness	of	the	historical	context	of	the	

piece’s	composition:	

I	think	he	was	thinking	far	more	churchy.	He	probably	knew	something	about	

Byrd,	something	about	the	English	Reformation,	something	about	recusants.	I	

think	certainly	that	was	a	much	more	spiritual	performance.	He’s	obviously	



	 187	

trying	to	shape	every	single	word,	whether	or	not	you	agree	it	should	go	louder	

or	softer.	Some	of	it	gets	really	quiet	at	times.	The	phrase	o	mortis	you	would	

normally	lean	into	a	bit	more,	but	he	had	a	completely	different	idea.	He’s	

thinking	probably	more	about	this	as	Ave	Verum	Corpus	the	communion	

motet,	so	it’s	all	about	the	sanctity	of	what’s	happening.	They’re	probably	

imagining	the	distribution	of	the	bread	and	wine,	so	it	has	a	more	liturgical	

feel.	

Robert	Hollingworth	also	noted	that	the	choir	would	have	been	picturing	the	Catholic	

sacrament:	

A	hyper-intensity,	assuming	that	the	listener	either	already	knew	the	words	or	

only	needed	to	be	reminded	of	them	but	didn’t	much	need	the	clarity.	A	

preference	for	effects	over	perfection.	Hyper-intensity	because	of	the	belief	in	

what	they’re	talking	about.	They’re	talking	about	transubstantiation,	turning	

the	bread	actually	into	the	body	of	Christ	and	that	miracle	is	being	described,	

and	that	is	what’s	led	to,	I	think,	such	a	hyper-intensive	performance.	

Harry	Christophers	also	felt	they	were	making	a	Catholic	interpretation,	that	this	was	simply	

their	modus	operandi	rather	than	a	deliberate	aesthetic	decision:	

I	don’t	think	there	are	many	aesthetic	values	going.	I	get	the	feeling	that	the	

singers	know	what	they	are	performing	about	and	that	they're	going	through	

the	motions.	Now	he	[Long]	was	going	through	the	motions,	but	they	[the	

singers]	know	their	art	and	they	know	the	building	they're	performing	in.	So	I	

think	there's	a	sense	of	a	natural	Catholic	sound	going	on	there.	It’s	feeling	

very	natural	and	organic	really.	

Stephen	Layton	thought	that	they	were	prioritising	the	words	above	all	else:	

He	was	trying	to	bring	out	the	meaning	of	the	words.	That	was	his	primary	

goal.	He	wanted	the	words	to	speak	and	for	us	to	understand	what	the	song	

was	about.	He	was	less	concerned	about	just	the	sound.	He	was	actually	the	

first	person	who	was	probably	more	concerned	about	the	sound	being	even;	

he	wanted	people	to	understand	what	was	being	sung.	

John	Potter	and	Edward	Wickham	both	felt	that	the	performance	was	more	shaped	by	the	

demands	of	the	building	in	which	they	sang	than	the	Catholic	liturgy.	John	Potter	could	hear	

more	reverberation	in	the	recording	than	was	present	in	those	of	The	English	Singers:	
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Well,	the	other	thing	is	because	it	has	lots	of	reverb.	Which	is	a	fantastic	

modern	fetish	because	this	shouldn't	be	done	in	a	cathedral,	whereas	The	

English	Singers,	that	sounds	as	if	it	has	been	done	in	someone’s	front	room.	So	

he	was	probably	thinking:	“This	is	magnificent.	Magnificent	music	in	this	

magnificent	building	and	I	got	to	make	it	big.	It’s	a	great	composer.”	So,	it’s	all	

kind	of	elevated.	

Edward	Wickham	similarly	thought	they	were	concerned	with	projecting	into	a	large	building:	

I	think,	probably	projection	more	than	anything	else.	I’m	thinking	about	

Westminster	Cathedral	as	a	building.	If	they’re	singing	from	the	same	place	as	

they	do	now	from	behind	the	altar,	then	I’m	thinking	they’re	attempting	to	fill	

up	an	entire	space.	

Peter	Phillips	agreed	that	the	text	was	the	most	important	element	in	the	performance,	but	

felt	that	it	did	not	necessarily	convey	sincerity:	

I	think	he	was	trying	to	make	as	much	of	the	meaning	of	the	text	as	possible,	

and	to	him	that	meant	rubato,	accenting	words,	exploding	words.	All	you	hear	

is	the	basses	but	they	come	onto	certain	syllables	with	real	explosion.	That	to	

them	was	desirable	interpretation.	What	you	have	to	remember	was	that	

Renaissance	music	was	thought	to	be	very	simple.	Later	music	was	more	

difficult.	Bach	in	particular	was	very	hard	for	one	to	do,	whereas	Renaissance	

music	compared	with	that	was	really	simple.	I	think	that	it	is	very	easy	to	

overpower	Renaissance	music	with	that.	The	notes	are	simple	so	you	can	really	

go	through	it,	you	can	really	blow	it	out	of	the	water	with	exaggeration.	I	think	

there’s	a	danger	there.	I	also	think	this	thing	is	a	job.	I	do	get	the	impression	

that	they’re	going	to	go	back	to	the	cathedral	to	do	another	service	and	so	on	

and	on	and	on.	They’re	doing	a	job.	

James	O’Donnell	felt	that	most	of	the	aesthetic	decisions	were	driven	by	a	particular	approach	

to	the	boys’	singing	on	the	part	of	Lancelot	Long,	while	the	rest	of	the	choir	was	less	regulated:	

That’s	a	very	difficult	question	to	answer	and	he	might	not	have	known.	My	

reaction	to	that	is	that	he’s	not	listening	to	the	choir	very	carefully.	I’m	not	

quite	sure	whether	there	were	any	clear	aesthetic	values	in	his	mind.	I	think	he	

might	have	had	a	very	particular	idea	of	how	boys	might	sing	in	a	pure	way.	

They	sound	as	if	they’re	not	opening	their	mouths	very	much	and	they	sound	as	

if	they’re	trying	to	make	a	very	blended,	rounded	sound.	It’s	quite	in	tune	and	
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all	that	kind	of	thing,	but	it	doesn’t	have	much	character.	There	isn’t	much	

shape.	On	the	word	verum	you	have	a	sort	of	sforzando,	which	we	would	

possibly	regard	as	a	slightly	exaggerated	suggestion	of	musical	style,	to	bring	it	

out	with	horrible	accents.	Again,	it	could	be	a	recording	fault,	but	it	doesn’t	

sound	to	me	as	if	the	basses	are	on	the	same	page	as	everybody	else,	or	rather	

interestingly	if	everybody	else	is	on	the	same	page	as	the	basses.	

Having	given	their	initial	assessment	of	the	recording,	it	was	at	this	point	that	the	interviewees	

were	presented	with	a	quote	from	a	contemporaneous	review,	which	described	the	exact	

same	recording	that	they	had	just	heard.	The	quote	was	again	taken	from	the	journal	The	

Musical	Times,	and	read:		

The	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	is	also	recorded,	and	inevitably	one	makes	

comparisons.	I	can't	say	good	things	about	the	music	of	the	Benediction	service	

-	very	ordinary	hymn-tunes	and	a	dullish	Motet	by	Eslava.	A	couple	of	Byrd	

Motets	are	a	better	test.	The	'	Ave	Regina'	opens	far	too	jerkily	by	the	trebles,	

and	I	feel	that	the	pace	throughout	is	too	quick.	The	fine	'Ave	Verum'	is	better	

in	every	way	deeply	expressive,	and	with	the	right	note	of	urgency	in	the	

climaxes.	The	poignant	discords	-	where	Byrd	writes	F	sharp	against	F	natural	

and	again	B	flat	against	B	natural	-	seem	to	be	toned	down	somewhat,	but	

that	may	be	a	matter	of	recording.	There	are	excellent	men's	voices	in	this	

choir,	especially	in	the	bass	department,	but	I	very	much	prefer	the	Abbey	boys.	

The	Cathedral	treble	tone	is	too	hooty,	and	even	'	Amen	'	comes	out	as	

'Oomoo’.192	

Question	7.5	asked	the	interviewees	“Are	they	the	types	of	comments	you’d	like	to	be	said	

about	your	own	performances?”	The	majority	of	the	interviewees,	David	Skinner,	Harry	

Christophers,	Stephen	Layton,	John	Potter,	Edward	Wickham,	and	Peter	Phillips,	agreed	that	

emotionality	was	an	essential	element	in	their	performances	today.	David	Skinner	made	the	

succinct	response,	“…I	think	anybody	would,	otherwise	you’re	not	human.	It	is	emotional	

music…”.	Harry	Christophers	and	Peter	Phillips	made	similar	comments,	respectively	saying	

“…Deeply	expressive	has	to	be	what	we're	all	about…”	and	“…The	last	thing	you	want	to	hear	

is	that	it’s	boring…”.	John	Potter	spoke	further	about	the	way	a	singer	achieves	an	emotional	

performance,	and	how	a	conductor	can	either	help	or	hinder	that	process:	

																																																													
192	Discus,	'Gramophone	Notes',	The	Musical	Times,	70:1035:5	(May	1929),	pp423-4.	
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I	can	imagine	that	they	would	have	found	that	expressive	and	all	that.	A	lot	of	

modern	performances	are	certainly	bland	and	I	would	certainly	encourage	

people	not	to	be	bland.	So	you’d	rather	they	erred	on	the	side	of	deeply	

expressive?	Oh	definitely	yes,	but	there’s	a	big	difference	between	trying	to	

extrapolate	on	the	conductor’s	expressiveness	and	actually	feeling	it	from	

within	yourself	and	combining	that	with	your	own	musical	faculties.	Well	I	

suppose	he	is	in	a	way	dealing	with	people	who	want	to	be	told	what	to	do,	

let’s	say,	so	you	get	that	certain	sort	of	expressiveness	in	contrast	to	a	lot	of	

modern	ensembles	which	I	won't	name	but	have	very	famous	directors	and	

have	singers	I	know	very	well	and	who	do	what	they	do	despite	the	director.	So	

you	do	get	it	in	some	modern	ensembles,	you	do	get	expressiveness,	regardless	

of	what	the	conductor	might	be	doing,	so	it’s	not	all	just	a	question	of	

conductor	or	no	conductor.	There	are	sort	of	grey	areas	in	between.	So	when	

you’re	talking	about	expressiveness,	I	get	the	impression	that	you	mean	

more	an	internal	expression	within	the	individual	singer	or	do	you	mean	that	

sort	of	making	it	visible	to	everyone	that’s	listening?	No.	Making	it	visible	

because	it’s	tied	up	with	technique.	Listening	and	singing	technique,	in	that	if	

you	don’t	have	a	director,	for	example,	and	you	sing	a	chord,	and	then	you	

change	to	another	chord,	it’s	possible	to	have	a	chord	of	indeterminate	length	

and	then	change	exactly	to	the	next	chord	without	anyone	doing	anything.	As	

long	as	you	know	that	the	note	has	a	shape	and	if	you’re	listening	properly,	

you	agree	on	what	that	shape	is.	And	you	can	start	a	piece,	for	example,	simply	

by	agreeing	in	your	upbeat	breath	where	the	downbeat’s	going	to	come.	And	

that	breath	is	not	simply	just	a	way	of	communicating	but	is	also	a	part	of	

what	you	feel	about	the	first	word.	So	the	emotional	quotient	is	connected	to	

the	communicative	process.	That’s	what	you	get	when	you	get	singers	thinking	

for	themselves.	It’s	not	what	you	get	when	you’re	conducted.	So	there's	a	

different	kind	of	art	emotions,	it's	not	real	emotion.	If	you’re	Lear	and	have	to	

be	blinded	every	night,	you’ll	go	mad	pretty	soon.	So	you’re	synthesizing	it	in	

some	way,	but	it’s	better	I	think	if	it	comes	from	yourself,	from	your	own	sense	

of	what	an	emotion	might	be	or	something	might	feel	like	rather	than	what	

you’re	being	told	to	do.	

Christopher	Page	agreed	that	the	recorded	performance	was	emotional,	but	did	not	feel	that	

emotionalism	was	a	goal	appropriate	for	the	repertoire	in	which	he	specialised:	
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I	agree	about	the	emotionalism	of	it,	so	that	makes	a	lot	of	sense	to	me.	That	

notion	of	the	deep	expressive	quality	is	that	something	you’d	want	to	be	said	

about	your	own	performances?	Not	really.	It	depends	on	what	one	were	

doing.	If	it	were	something	in	the	sixteenth	century,	say	if	it	were	the	Pierre	de	

la	Rue	Mass	of	the	Seven	Sorrows,	it	might	want	it,	but	if	it’s	a	thirteenth	

century	motet	it	would	be	kind	of	daft.	

A	large	number	of	the	interviewees	agreed	with	the	reviewer’s	comment	about	the	vowel	

distortion	in	the	performance.	Christopher	Page,	Harry	Christophers,	James	O’Donnell,	John	

Potter	and	Edward	Wickham	noted	their	agreement.	James	O’Donnell	and	Harry	Christophers	

went	further	to	discuss	the	perception	of	hooty	quality	in	the	treble	sound.	James	O’Donnell	

reflected:		

If	you	were	just	listening	to	it,	not	taking	any	other	view	of	it	other	than	

hearing	the	choir,	hootiness	is	a	interesting	word,	but	the	vowels	are	very	

nondescript	and	the	boys	are	making	a	very	non-descript,	slightly	

inconsequential	job	of	it.	

Harry	Christophers	noted	that	that	was	to	change	under	later	conductors	of	Westminster	

Cathedral:	

Hootiness	in	the	boys,	difficult	to	hear	on	a	recording,	but	I'm	sure	this	guy’s	

right.	But	this	was	something	that	was	going	to	change	in	a	big	way	as	

Westminster	Cathedral	got	this	very	excited	and	much	harder	sound	under	

George	Malcolm	in	later	years.	The	hootiness	is	something	I	would	aim	at	most	

Anglican	Cathedral	choirs	today.	But	so	many	of	these	people	that	are	running	

these	choirs,	they	don’t	actually	know	that	much	about	singing.	That’s	why	

George	Malcolm	was	a	big	change	because	he	researched	a	lot	of	those	voices	

and	how	hard	you	could	sing.	

David	Skinner	and	Robert	Hollingworth	both	discussed	the	reviewer’s	comment	regarding	the	

treatment	of	dissonances.	David	Skinner	noted	that	this	seemed	in	opposition	to	the	advice	

given	in	Edmund	Fellowes’s	editions	of	the	score,	made	at	the	same	period,	and	therefore	

hinted	at	two	opposing	styles,	one	driven	by	musicology	and	the	other	by	performance:	

The	comment	about	the	steadying	the	false	relations	is	interesting.	When	you	

look	at	very	old	editions	of	this	music	it’s	actually	stated	that	it’s	like	that.	

There’s	usually	a	little	asterisk	and	even	Edmund	Fellows	says	this	should	be	

sung	lightly	and	you	don’t	want	to	draw	attention	to	it.	Whereas	nowadays	we	
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want	to	draw	attention	to	it,	we	sing	through	it.	And	the	reviewer	wanted	it	

drawn	attention	to.	Yes,	but	that’s	interesting	because	the	editors	of	the	time	

actually	suggested	that,	so	that	must	have	been	a	common	performance	

practice	of	the	time,	that	we’ll	just	draw	a	veil	over	that	little	ugly	moment,	I’m	

sure	Byrd	didn’t	mean	it	but	we’ll	sing	it	anyway.	

Robert	Hollingworth	made	a	similar	observation:	

It	is	a	very	urgent	text	if	you	think	about	it,	miserere	nobis.	But	it’s	very	

interesting	and	good	point	about	the	missed	dissonance.	They	didn’t	like	the	

fact	that	the	F	natural	seems	kind	of	an	embarrassment.	You	get	those	

Fellowes	editions	where	it	says	this	note	may	be	wrong,	probably	a	G	and	not	

an	F	sharp	or	something,	because	they	can’t	believe	the	dissonance.	Whereas	if	

they	understood	that	the	dissonance	was	part	of	the	art,	even	though	it’s	only	

passing…	

When	asked	about	the	comments	the	reviewer	made	in	praise	of	the	bass	sound,	the	

interviewees	were	divided	in	their	interpretation.	Christopher	Page,	James	O’Donnell,	and	

John	Potter	could	understand	the	reviewer’s	position,	even	if	they	would	not	have	agreed	in	

their	initial	assessment	of	the	performance.	James	O’Donnell	related	it	to	the	fact	that	the	bass	

voice	seemed	to	be	the	only	one	working	at	interpreting	the	piece:	

The	reviewer	really	loves	the	bass	sound	in	it.	Well,	I	think	I	said	something	

along	similar	lines.	The	basses	are	singing	the	words,	they’re	engaging	with	the	

music	in	an	energetic	way,	but	unfortunately,	no	one	in	the	rest	of	the	choir	

does	the	same	thing.	It	might	be	nice	to	have	the	basses	doing	that,	but	the	

choir	needs	to	function	as	a	unit	to	give	a	viable	account	of	the	music,	and	

they’re	clearly	not	doing	that	on	the	face	of	it	in	this	recording.	

John	Potter	was	happy	to	accept	that,	while	people	in	the	1920s	liked	that	strong	bass	sound,	

he	would	rather	it	was	matched	by	the	other	voices:	

Look,	truly	I	got	it	wrong	about	the	bass.	It	seems	that	they	liked	that	type	of	

bass.	Yes,	absolutely.	So	when	you’re	singing	in	choirs,	they	(the	1920s)	like	

this	big	heavy	bass	sound	within	the	blend,	how	does	that	compare	to	how	

you	would	perceive	a	good	blend?	Well,	I	think	you	certainly	wouldn’t	want	

one	or	two	individual	voices	to	stand	out.	I	mean	you	either	have	everyone	

highly	characterised	and	yet	somehow	blended	together	like	The	English	

Singers	or	you	have	something	that’s	more	of	a	kind	of	mish	mash	of	the	whole	
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thing.	So,	this	is	somewhere	in	the	middle.	Yes.	I	mean	the	guy	might	be	right	

to	do	with	the	actual	recording,	but	that	clearly	produced	the	bass	sound	that	

he	liked.	

However,	David	Skinner,	Harry	Christophers,	Stephen	Layton,	Robert	Hollingworth,	Edward	

Wickham	and	Peter	Phillips	did	not	find	any	way	of	reconciling	the	reviewer’s	comments	about	

the	bass	with	what	they	heard.	David	Skinner	thought	it	may	have	been	a	problem	with	the	

recording	technology:	

I	think	maybe	it’s	the	way	that	it’s	recorded.	The	boys	are	just	too	quiet	and	

very	hooty,	so	the	balance	just	doesn’t	work.	It’s	like	a	very,	very	massive	

foundation	and	then	it	gets	lighter	like	a	pyramid.	

Peter	Phillips	similarly	noted	the	difference	in	sound	technology:	

I	think	he	picked	on	the	trebles.	I	can’t	hear	them.	All	I	hear	are	the	basses	

doing	these	very	extraordinary	vowel	sounds.	The	reviewer	seems	to	like	that	

very	heavy	bass	tone.	How	do	you	feel	about	having	that	much	bass	in	the	

sound?	Completely	unacceptable.	These	speakers,	this	machine,	your	

download,	my	speakers	…	maybe	the	reviewer	at	that	time	had	a	completely	

different	set	of	speakers	-	must	have	done.	But	as	it	comes	over	today	in	that	

series	of	reproductions,	it’s	totally	unacceptable.	

Stephen	Layton	stated:	

Well,	I	like	lots	of	bass	but	it	sounded	too	heavy	on	that	recording.	 I	made	

the	comment	that	the	upper	voices	seemed	to	disappear	and	phrase	off	a	

bit,	and	the	bass	was	still	constant.	 I	don’t	go	for	that.	But	that	sounds	to	

me	like	one	chap	who	is	actually	over-singing.	 I’m	not	sure	that’s	a	conscious	

decision	by	the	director	to	make	the	bass	that	heavy.	That’s	my	take	on	it.	

There’s	one	bass	I	can	hear	really	going	for	it.	But	this	one	reviewer	really	

liked	that.	Well,	I	don’t	like	that.	I	wouldn’t	say	that	it	was	great	to	have	too	

much	of	that.	I	like	to	build	the	sound	from	the	bottom	upwards	 like	an	

orchestra	with	double	basses	and	whatever,	 like	an	organ	with	pedals	and	

the	bass	is	vital,	of	course,	or	things	won’t	be	in	tune.	Not	to	that	extent.	

Robert	Hollingworth	suggested	that	the	reviewer	was	not	commenting	on	the	blend	at	all,	

simply	on	the	confidence	of	the	bass	voice:	
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No,	I	think	he’s	misconstrued.	I	think	he’s	picked	up,	“Oh	they’re	nice	good	

voices	just	‘cause	it’s	easy	to	hear.”	I	don’t	think	that	is	that	choir’s	actual	

blend.	I	think	that’s	because	they’ve	got	the	basses	close	to	the	big	horn	that	

they	recorded	it	in.	That’s	all.	

Discussion	of	the	bass	sound	led	a	number	of	the	interviewees	to	reflect	on	their	own	

conception	of	blend	within	their	ensembles.	David	Skinner	rejected	any	idea	of	a	pyramid	of	

sound	in	favour	of	equality	across	all	the	voices:	

You	don’t	subscribe	to	the	pyramid?	No.	Everybody’s	equal.	That’s	why	this	

high	pitch	thing	doesn’t	work,	because	it	gives	too	much	dominance	to	the	

treble	and	you	don’t	hear	anything	else	in	between.	Every	voice	has	to	be	as	

strong	as	the	next	and	equally	blended,	otherwise	you	don’t	get	the	sonority	

that	the	composers	were	really	expecting	at	the	time.	

Harry	Christophers	also	agreed	that	there	should	be	equality	across	the	parts:	

I	think	a	lot	of	choral	music	is	very	top	line	heavy,	and	that’s	been	something	to	

do	with	the	whole	cathedral	choir	really	because	we	had	so	many	boys.	It's	nice	

to	have	a	strong-ish	bass	sound,	but	not	a	sound	that	completely	obliterates	

everybody	else.	This	has	sort	of	gone	the	other	way,	hasn’t	it?	It’s	gone	the	

other	way,	and	I	couldn’t	really	hear	the	altos,	just	far	too	much	bass.	But	you	

still	subscribe	to	the	triangle	idea,	the	smaller	soprano	than	the	bass	sound,	

or	do	you	want	them	more	even?	No,	as	far	as	I'm	concerned,	that	should	be	

pretty	even.	In	my	own	group	I	do	have	more	sopranos	than	men	but	just	

because	I	like	that.	But	I	could	use	male	altos	in	6-4-4-4.	I	allow	the	singers	to	

sing	so	there’s	a	strong	tenor	line.	That’s	partly	‘cause	I	was	a	failed	tenor,	so	I	

like	tenors!	But	you	so	often	find	in	different	acoustics	that	if	there's	any	part	

that	is	light	it’s	the	bass	part.	It	so	often	happens	in	concert	halls	with	the	

orchestra	as	well	as	vocally.	So	it	is	good	to	have	a	solid	bass	line.	

Robert	Hollingworth	spoke	about	how	blend	is	achieved	by	removing	the	individual	

characteristics	of	a	voice,	something	which	goes	against	the	one-per-part	ideal:	

Do	you	like	to	have	a	larger	bass	foundation	or	how	would	you	describe	the	

blend	you’re	going	for?	It’s	one-to-a-part,	so	you	wouldn’t	beat	up	the	bass.	I	

know	people	like	Nigel	Short	and	all	the	ex-King’s	Singers	talk	about	this	

pyramid	of	sound,	things	built	up	from	the	bass,	which	harmonic	series-wise	is	

absolutely	right,	but	it’s	not	really	how	true	polyphony	works.	One	of	the	
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problems	of	polyphony	is	you	do	tend	to	listen	to	the	top	‘cause	it’s	easiest.	In	

four	part	imitative	texture	you	will	listen	to	the	top,	whereas	it’s	more	

interesting	to	listen	to	the	middle,	and	you’ll	hear	the	top	anyway.	So	I’m	

wondering	about	how	you	perceive	the	blend.	The	blend	is	much	

misunderstood.	There’s	some	very	good	research	on	this.	Two	of	my	third	year	

students	have	just	done	their	solo	project	on	choirs	and	choral	blend,	and	the	

research	they	came	up	with,	which	I	completely	believe,	is	that	what	seems	to	

happen	when	choirmasters	ask	for	more	of	a	blend,	is	that	all	the	singers	

suppress	the	harmonics,	so	you	don’t	get	that	second	or	third	degree	formants.	

You	get	something	that’s	much	duller	and	that’s	what	they	mean.	The	idea	of	a	

Juanita	Norman	or	the	Musica	Reservata	sound,	bright	Bulgarian	sopranos,	

that	kind	of	blend,	which	is	just	as	well-blended,	seems	to	be	totally	absent	

from	the	English	choral	tradition	now.	And	where	would	you	fit	in	your	own…	

Well,	blend,	very	clearly,	is	about	matching	vowel	sounds.	You	can’t	make	your	

voice	sound	like	someone	else’s	unless	you	repress	or	do	something	peculiar	to	

your	larynx	to	imitate	it,	which	could	lead	to	vocal	un-health	fairly	quickly.	So	

what	blend	means	now	in	this	country	is	a	suppression	of	character,	and	a	sort	

of	suppression	of	the	harmonics,	so	a	dullness	of	the	text,	making	the	text	less	

clear.	Blend	is	entirely	about	vowel	sound	blend,	vowel	sound	matching.	More	

of	an	evenness	in	the	weighting	of	the	parts	rather	than	the	bigger	bass	

sound?	Yeah,	absolutely,	and	especially	as	one	has	a	score,	keeping	an	ear	on	

where	your	part	and	the	other	voices	are	in	their	tessitura.	So	if	the	tenor’s	

high,	you’re	just	going	to	need	to	bear	in	mind	that	if	the	soprano’s	low	at	that	

moment	they	may	have	difficulty	coming	through.	Making	sure	that	everyone	

keeps	as	bright	a	sound	as	possible	as	they	get	to	the	bottom	of	their	register	

rather	than	pushing	air	through	it,	which	a	lot	of	people	do,	lower	down	their	

range	just	to	keep	their	timbre	bright.	

Peter	Phillips	proposed	that	the	recording	of	clear	blend	across	a	choir	was	something	only	

possible	with	modern	recording	technology:	

Blend	is	simply	all	the	voice	parts,	absolutely	not	only	the	soprano	and	bass,	

which	is	the	way	that	analogue	recording	made	us	listen	to	things.	Digital	

recording	means	you	can	hear	the	middle	parts,	which	are	just	as	important	in	

polyphony.	Gibbons,	to	take	an	example,	put	as	much	trouble	into	his	alto	and	

tenor	parts	as	his	outer	parts.	You	need	to	hear	them.	So	balance	is	when	no	

voice	sticks	out	to	the	prejudice	of	the	others.	It	sometimes	comes	through	
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more	prominently,	to	shape	a	phrase,	but	overall	all	the	parts	should	be	equal.	

Modern	recording	is	basically	the	only	way	you’re	going	to	be	getting	that	

outside	live	experience.	

As	the	1920s	reviewers	did	not	have	the	benefit	of	hindsight	available	to	the	interviewees,	

they	could	only	have	been	comparing	the	recorded	sound	to	live	performances.	James	

O’Donnell	was	impressed	with	the	level	of	awareness	of	recording	limitations	exhibited	in	the	

reviews:	

I	like	the	way	both	the	reviewers	that	you’re	quoting	from,	had	a	sentence	

saying,	“Well,	of	course,	it	could	be	a	recording	problem.”	It	shows	a	certain	

amount	of	sensitivity	to	the	not	ideal	practicalities	of	recording	in	those	days.	

The	technology	was	what	we	would	think	of	as	incredibly	primitive.	It	was	

certainly	not	as	sophisticated	as	our	recording	now.	It	was	good	of	the	critics	to	

say,	“Well,	you	know,	I	may	be	listening	for	a	lot	of	years	and	one	might	have	

to	make	allowances	for	technicality.”	I	thought	that	was	impressive	of	the	

reviewer	actually.	

Christopher	Page,	David	Skinner,	Stephen	Layton,	Robert	Hollingworth	and	Peter	Phillips	all	

said	that	the	hearing	the	review	did	not	change	the	way	they	felt	about	the	performance	

(question	7.7).	Robert	Hollingworth	felt	that	the	review	did	not	take	into	account	the	

limitations	of	the	recording	technology:	

No.	Very	much	near	agreement,	but	I	think	he’s	not	allowed	for	the	simple	

balance	errors	that	were	made	in	the	recording.	If	you’d	been	to	hear	them	

live,	I	don’t	think	they	would’ve	sounded	like	that.	

Peter	Phillips	shared	a	sceptical	response	to	reviews,	going	on	to	explore	how	the	performers	

set	out	to	give	an	impression	of	expressivity:	

No	reviewer	has	ever	changed	my	mind	about	what	I	hear.	I	hear	what	I	hear.	

Why	they’re	entitled	to	publish	their	opinion	I	don’t	know.	I	hear	what	I	hear	

and	that	reviewer	doesn’t	hear	what	I	hear.	The	fact	that	he	thought	this	is	

deeply	expressive	and	that	they	have	the	right	note	of	urgency	at	climaxes	is	

interesting.	That’s	an	aesthetic	judgement,	which	he	may	have	got	right,	and	

I’m	a	bit	jaded	in	my	opinion	that	they’re	going	through	the	motions.	I	perform	

with	singers	who	aren’t	giving	the	singing	any	thought	at	all,	they’re	just	going	

through	the	motions,	and	the	motions	involve	picking	up	important	syllables.	

When	you	get	the	word	mortis	and	I	get	“maww...”	in	order	to	make	it	sound	
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dramatic,	but	it’s	not	necessarily	an	engrossing	interpretation.	I’m	not	sure	

from	the	way	it’s	recorded	that	they	are	really	thinking	hard	about	this	music.	I	

fear	they	think	it’s	just	very	easy	and	it’s	sentimental.	

Christopher	Page	said	that	he	could	match	the	description	in	the	review	to	the	sounds	he	

heard	much	more	easily	than	he	had	been	able	to	with	the	previous	recordings:	

No,	I	recognise	everything	he	says.	Do	you	think	more	so	than	the	other?	Yes,	

much	more.	I	understand	much	more	the	marrying	up	of	the	critical	language	

used	and	the	actual	sound	than	with	anything	else	you’ve	played	me.	I	don’t	

know	why	that	should	be,	except	that	that’s	a	cathedral	choir	whereas	

presumably	we	were	talking	about	a	chamber	ensemble.	Maybe	the	cathedral	

choir	tradition	was	rather	more	established	and	there	was	more	of	a	horizon	of	

expectation	of	what	you	were	going	to	do	musically	than	there	was	in	chamber	

ensembles.	The	cathedral	choirs,	though	they’d	been	through	some	very	thin	

times	in	the	eighteenth	century	when	I	suspect	performances	were	very	bad,	

there	was	at	least	a	kind	of	tradition	there.	Did	you	see	the	same	thing	in	

Westminster	Cathedral	despite	the	fact	that	it	only	started	in	1895?	But	

presumably	the	choral	singing	that	they	used	was	very	much	what	you	could	

find	elsewhere.	They’ve	maybe	given	it	a	Catholic	spin	but	I	assume	that	the	

pool	of	talent	on	which	they	drew	had	been	around	quite	a	while	really,	so	

there	may	be	more	of	a	sense	of	a	controlling	tradition.	

Harry	Christophers	and	John	Potter	also	agreed	with	the	review.	Harry	Christophers	stated:	

I	think	it's	a	pretty	fair	review.	I’d	love	to	have	heard	the	Ave	Regina	because	

maybe	I	would	disagree	with	this	reviewer,	because	he	clearly	likes	things	too	

fast.	But	I	liked	it	first.	I	would	say	it	was	expressive.	It’s	the	main	thing	that	

comes	through	with	that	review.	

John	Potter	was	surprised	by	how	intelligible	the	review	was	so	many	decades	after	it	had	

been	written:	

I	think	I’m	going	to	agree	with	the	reviewer	again.	I	think	you've	got	some	very	

perceptive	reviewers	there.	So	the	difference	in	time	hasn’t	changed	the	

intelligibility	of	the	review?	No.	I	think	it’s	quite	interesting.	Again,	we	just	

don’t	really	know	the	context,	so	it’s	hard	to	know	really	but	I	think	he	sort	of	

got	it	right.	
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Edward	Wickham	felt	that	he	had	to	modify	his	assessment	of	the	performance	if	the	reviewer	

was	sincere	in	his	admiration	of	the	bass	voice:	

Well,	yeah.	It	just	kind	of	reminded	me	of	things	that	I	would	have	said	myself.	

But	yes,	it’s	interesting	that	they	so	much	favour	that	bass	sound,	and	it	just	

makes	me	wonder	whether	at	that	period	there	was	a	certain	lack	of	quality,	

rounded	bass	choral	singers	who	were	prepared	to	sing	in	these	kinds	of	

environments	rather	than	on	the	opera	or	oratorio	stage.	Interestingly	one	

finds	a	similar	phenomenon	in	the	fifteenth	century	where	the	bass	voice	is	

almost	fetishized.	That	sonority	is	obviously	really	valued.	

When	asked,	“Do	you	now	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	present	in	the	

performance?”	Christopher	Page,	Stephen	Layton	and	John	Potter	said	they	did	not.	Harry	

Christophers,	David	Skinner	and	Robert	Hollingworth	each	said	that	the	overwhelming	

aesthetic	value	was	a	reverence	for	the	liturgical	text.	David	Skinner	stated:	

I	think	that’s	fairly	clear	what	they	were	thinking.	It’s	a	liturgical	performance	

by	a	liturgical	choir	in	Catholic	surroundings.	

Harry	Christophers	was	consistent	in	his	earlier	comments	that	they	were	interpreting	the	text:	

No,	because	I	still	feel	that	this	is	a	choir	that	know	what	they’re	singing	about	

and	they’re	doing	the	work.	When	you	say	know	what	they’re	singing	about,	

do	you	mean	just	in	the	way	they	sing	it	or	they	know	the	text?	They	know	

the	text.	They	know	the	piece	and	they	know	how	to	sing	it.	I	get	the	feeling	

this	is	what	they’ve	always	done,	and	that	it’s	more	RR	Terry	speaking	to	us	

than	Lancelot.	I	hear	this	guy	(Lancelot	Long)	wasn’t	there	very	long,	so	this	

must	be	just	after	Terry.	

Robert	Hollingworth	echoed	the	same	sentiment:	

Yes,	inspired	by	the	text.	It’s	the	hyper-directed	performance,	which	is	justified	

in	that	context	of	a	Catholic	cathedral	singing	a	piece	that	would	be	done	at	

the	moment	transubstantiation	was	perceived	to	have	happened	in	the	liturgy.	

Peter	Phillips	felt	that	the	performance	had	stylistic	links	to	an	older	Victorian	aesthetic.	

I	like	what	I	hear.	It’s	so	unlike	a	modern	performance.	Aesthetic	values	I’m	not	

sure.	I	think	there	may	be	leftovers	from	the	previous	generation.	
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When	asked	if	they	admired	any	elements	in	the	performance	(question	7.9)	a	number	of	the	

interviewees	said	they	admired	the	way	the	choir	expressed	the	text.	Stephen	Layton	said:	

Yes,	the	expressivity.	Absolutely!	The	fact	that	he’s	trying	to	bring	the	text	

to	life.	Absolutely.	

Robert	Hollingworth	expressed	a	similar	admiration	for	the	Catholic	reverence	imbued	in	the	

performance:	

Allowing	the	meaning	of	the	text,	which	is	clearly	where	the	composer	starts,	

and	a	composer	to	whom	transubstantiation	would’ve	meant	an	enormous	

deal,	allowing	that	to	come	through.	

John	Potter	noted	that	it	was	a	thought-through	performance	as	opposed	to	a	sight-singing	

exercise:	

Well,	it	is	a	performance,	you	know,	they're	not	just	singing	it	through	and	he’s	

obviously	thought	a	great	deal	about	it.	So,	yes.	

Edward	Wickham	said	he	admired:	

The	mixing	up	of	timbre.	Again,	that	real	commitment	to	text,	which	we	saw	in	

the	other	one.	

David	Skinner	also	admired	the	blend	of	the	choir	and	their	attempts	to	straighten	the	tone:	

For	its	date,	I	quite	admire	the	fairly	straight	tone	and	the	attention	to	some	

sort	of	blend	and	tuning.	I	mean	it’s	not	bad	actually.	The	vowels	are	just	

awful.	It	could	be	fixed	so	much	if	someone	would	just	tell	them	to	lighten	up	a	

bit	and	that	might	make	the	upper	voices	a	bit	louder	too.	But	they’re	all	doing	

the	same	thing,	which	is	just	weird.	I’ve	never	heard	that	before.	

Harry	Christophers	also	admired	the	full	tone	and	use	of	dynamics,	though	he	did	not	like	the	

bass	sound:	

Yes,	that	fullness	of	sound.	They’re	disregarding	the	booming	basses,	but	there	

was	a	real	sense	of	tone	happening	there	and	good,	alarming	dynamics.	

Alarming	in	the	sense	that	they	hit	you	in	the	face	and	make	you	sit	up	and	

listen.	That’s	good	as	long	as	it’s	in	context,	and	it	was	in	context	with	the	

pieces	they’re	performing.	
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Christopher	Page	liked	the	bass	sound,	though	he	thought	the	overall	performance	was	largely	

shaped	by	the	limitations	and	requirements	of	the	recording	technology:	

I	think	I	admire	them.	I	think	the	bass	is	really	very	good.	Part	of	the	problem	is	

that	the	recording	equipment	seems	to	greatly	favour	the	lower	frequencies	

over	the	top,	so	there	is	a	very	strong	sense	around	the	middle,	a	kind	of	

braying	effect	sometimes	on	the	baritone/bass	area,	and	a	rather	weak	and	

feeble	trembling	of	the	top.	That’s	obviously	something	to	do	with	the	

recording.	But	I’m	also	sure	they’ve	been	told	to	punch	it	out.	I	think	that	is	a	

very	important	thing	that	they’ve	been	told	that	it	won’t	go	down	onto	the	disk	

unless	you	really	hit	it,	and	I	suspect	they’re	not	phrasing	as	they	would	phrase	

in	a	normal	service.	A	very	heavy	and	sometimes	slightly	brutish	singing	of	the	

vowels,	as	English	people	sing	when	they’re	drunk.	

This	concluded	the	discussion	about	the	Westminster	Cathedral	recording.	The	interview	

turned	to	the	final	recording,	that	by	The	Choir	of	York	Minster.	Not	all	of	the	interviewees	

were	played	this	final	recording,	as	Edward	Wickham,	Stephen	Layton	and	James	O’Donnell	

had	to	decline	due	to	time	constraints,	and	therefore	proceed	directly	to	the	concluding	

remarks	(see	section	5.9	below).	Only	Christopher	Page,	David	Skinner,	Harry	Christophers,	

Robert	Hollingworth,	John	Potter	and	Peter	Phillips	were	able	to	answer	the	questions	in	this	

section.	

5.8	COMMENTARY	ON	RECORDING	4	

Questions	8.1	–	8.9	asked	the	interviewees	to	assess	the	recording	of	Byrd’s	This	Day	Christ	

Was	Born	made	by	The	Choir	of	York	Minster,	directed	by	Edward	Bairstow,	in	1927.	When	

asked	if	they	were	familiar	with	the	work	of	Edward	Bairstow	at	York	Minster	(question	8.1)	all	

interviewees	said	that	they	were.	

Questions	8.2,	8.3	and	8.4	asked	the	interviewees	to	give	their	raw	assessment	of	the	

recording,	including	what	they	would	think	if	it	had	been	produced	by	a	modern	choir	

(question	8.3)	and	what	aesthetic	values	were	present	in	the	performance	(question	8.4).	A	

few	of	the	interviewees	said	they	could	not	bear	to	listen	to	it,	with	Christopher	Page	stopping	

the	recording	early	before	question	8.2,	and	Harry	Christophers	and	Robert	Hollingworth	both	

answering	question	8.3	by	saying	they	would	either	stop	the	performance	or	walk	out	on	a	

modern	choir	performing	in	that	manner.	
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David	Skinner,	Harry	Christophers,	Robert	Hollingworth	and	Peter	Phillips	all	pointed	to	the	

poor	choice	of	tempo,	which	was	deemed	far	too	slow,	with	Christopher	Page	and	John	Potter	

referring	to	the	performance	as	too	heavy.	Some	of	the	interviewees	attributed	this	to	a	

complete	lack	of	knowledge	of	the	style	of	early	music.	Peter	Phillips	reflected	on	Bairstow	as	a	

stalwart	of	Victorian	style:	

It	was	a	very	bad	recording.	It’s	a	very	bad	interpretation	of	it	and,	in	my	

opinion,	I	think	this	is	an	old	man	who	is	brought	up	in	the	Victorian	period	

trying	to	interpret	a	piece	of	music	in	a	style	that’s	appropriate	40	years	earlier	

or	even	more.	I	don’t	know	how	old	he	was.	He’s	actually	an	old	man.	From	his	

own	music	you	know	the	kind	of	thing	that	really	turned	him	on.	It	was	this	sort	

of	mystical,	kind	of	hazy,	kind	of	pre-Raphaelite,	great	music.	He	wrote	some	

wonderful	music.	But	he’s	applying	this	to	Byrd	rather	than	starting	with	Byrd.	

It	would	have	been	a	huge	ask	in	those	days	for	someone	like	him	to	get	inside	

Byrd	for	the	first	time.	I	don’t	know	how	experienced	they	were	in	this,	Byrd	

was	performed	through	the	nineteenth	century	but	it	was	in	a	completely	

different	mindset.	It’s	just	old	fashioned.	It’s	the	most	unfortunate	piece	to	

apply	it	to,	because	it’s	atmosphere	is	light	and	bright	and	madrigalian.	It’s	a	

little	sad	to	see.	It’s	so	bad	in	its	interpretation	by	our	standards,	I	find	it	quite	

moving	actually.	He	should’ve	transposed	it	down	at	least	a	tone,	that’s	the	

first	thing.	The	basses	again,	well	dear	oh	dear,	they	go	very	high	at	one	point	

and	then	there	was	too	much	bass.	The	speeds	are	very,	very	slow.	He’s	done	

the	opposite	to	what	The	English	Singers	did.	I	suppose,	there	is	your	point	

comparing	the	two	versions.	The	English	Singers	had	a	good	speed,	wrong	

pitch,	couldn’t	balance,	not	satisfactory.	But	it	would	have	stood	up	as	an	early	

day’s	performance.	This	isn’t.	This	doesn’t.	The	way	the	hallelujah	is	made	to	

trail	off	into	the	sunset	like	a	dirge,	it’s	really	extreme.	Also	the	notes	are	too	

long	.The	singers	can’t	sing	long	notes,	you	may	notice.	They	either	fall	off	

them	or	they	produce	this	sort	of	mooing	noise.	There	is	a	sort	of	cow	in	pain	

noise.	The	vowel	sound	gets	distorted	and	then	they	don’t	sing	through	the	

note	to	the	end	of	the	note.	That	is	very	extreme.	

It	is	interesting	that	hearing	the	York	recording	gave	Peter	Phillips	a	better	appreciation	of	the	

version	recorded	by	The	English	Singers.	Peter	Phillips	repeated	his	comments	about	stylistic	

appropriateness	in	his	answer	to	question	8.3,	where	he	said	that	the	old	style,	suitable	for	

some	types	of	music,	was	now	completely	lost:	
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A	modern	choir	wouldn’t	know	how	to	produce	an	interpretation	like	that.	We	

don’t	have	the	voices	for	it,	we	don’t	have	the	training,	we	don’t	have	Bairstow	

standing	in	front.	These	people	don’t	exist	anymore.	They	disappeared	60	years	

ago,	80	years	ago.	I	think	these	people	would	sing	Blair	in	B	minor	like	there	is	

no	tomorrow.	I	would	love	to	hear	them	sing	that.	

Peter	Phillips	further	emphasised	that	Bairstow	was	treating	the	music	as	part	of	a	continuing	

tradition,	as	opposed	to	a	new	event,	in	his	response	to	question	8.4	(aesthetic	concerns):	

I	think	he	grew	up	in	the	cathedral	tradition	of	those	days.	It	wasn’t	that	Byrd	

and	Tallis	were	unknown	to	them,	it	wasn’t	that	they	were	pioneering.	They	

were	continuing	an	unbroken	tradition	of	performing	Byrd	and	Tallis.	The	part	

of	the	problem	was	that	there	were	no	recordings	from	before,	so	they	had	

nothing	to	compare	themselves	with,	they	had	nothing	to	shape	up	to.	The	

moment	recordings	come	out,	as	your	previous	reviewer	pointed	out,	you	

started	to	get	comparisons,	and	people	could	hear	what	they	were	actually	

doing	for	the	first	time.	It	took	a	few	years	but	they	must	have	been	amazed	by	

the	noises	that	were	coming	out	of	themselves	and	other	groups.	You	could	

blame	the	recording	quality,	but	actually	that	was	quite	rare.	What	the	

reviewer	said	was	that	this	is	almost	perfect.	The	concept	was	that	the	

recording	sound	was	getting	nearer	and	nearer	to	perfection	all	that	time,	that	

it	was	jolly	nearly	there.	Then	we	had	stereo	and	then	we	had	the	digital,	and	

of	course	it’s	got	better	at	every	stage,	and	we	realised	it	wasn’t	perfect	at	all.	

Now	we	can	hear	how	imperfect	it	was.	

Harry	Christophers	linked	the	slow	tempo	to	Bairstow	Romanticising	the	music.	As	with	Peter	

Phillips,	the	York	recording	elicited	from	Harry	Christophers	a	more	favourable	appreciation	of	

The	English	Singers:	

Wow!	I	got	a	feeling	that	Jesus	was	born	on	Boxing	Day	with	that	tempo!	It	

really	is	old	fashioned.	Actually,	that	may	come	down	to	a	thing	about	

Bairstow,	very	much	Romantic	music,	carrying	on	from	what	we	were	talking	

about	earlier	of	Brahms	and	Bruckner.	You’re	looking	at	this	music	and	this	is	

just	something	that’s	very	tame.	It’s	so	slow.	It	has	no	style	to	it	whatsoever.	In	

The	English	Singers	there	was	a	sense	of	actually	knowing	what	style	was	

about,	that	definitely	isn’t	here.	It’s	not	bar	line;	they’re	beat	led.	Every	single	

beat	thumped.	Interminable,	horrible,	and	just	loud,	no	finesse	at	all.	
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Harry	Christophers	further	expounded	on	his	view	that	the	wrong	style	was	being	applied	to	

the	music	in	his	answer	to	question	8.4	(aesthetic	concerns):	

I’ve	absolutely	no	idea,	because	I	don’t	think	he’s	got	a	clue	about	this	music.	

He	was	a	good	composer	in	his	own	right	but	very	much	in	the	Victorian	age	

where	things	were	ponderous.	I	can	imagine	the	singing	as	ponderous,	I	can	

imagine	him	performing	Handel’s	Messiah	at	Christmas	being	ponderous,	

numerous	cuts	so	that	it	would	last	three	hours.	It’s	a	bit	like	hearing	a	

performance	of	the	Messiah	by	a	modern	orchestra,	conducted	by	somebody	

who’s	steeped	in	Elgar	or	Vaughan	Williams,	as	opposed	to	hearing	the	

Baroque	Messiah	today.	The	English	Singers	clearly	knew	something	about	

style	as	opposed	to	somebody	who	doesn’t	know	anything	about	the	style.	

Maybe	he	was	not	willing	to	listen	to	the	likes	of	Fellowes	and	see	what	was	

going	on	in	other	places.	It	was	quite	clear	there	were	decent	interpretations	

happening.	I	don’t	care	if	someone	said	maybe	that’s	slow	because	it’s	in	a	

cathedral.	Not	York	Minster,	you	can	do	amazing	things	there,	so	it’s	nothing	

to	do	with	the	building.	It’s	ponderous	and	boring.	It’s	ponderous	just	because	

Bairstow	wanted	it	that	way?	Yes,	I	think	so.	He	didn’t	understand.	But,	to	be	

fair	to	all	these	people	like	Bairstow	in	the	cathedral,	he’s	supposed	to	be	a	

jack-of-all-trades,	and	I	suspect	he	was	terribly	good	at	doing	late	eighteenth,	

nineteenth	century	and	twentieth	century	music,	and	didn’t	really	have	a	clue	

how	the	older	music	worked.	I	was	brought	up	to	imagine	that	people	who	

performed	Renaissance	music	had	very	dull,	turgid	tempos,	to	me.	

Christopher	Page	also	spoke	about	the	lack	of	stylistic	knowledge	in	his	answer	to	question	8.3:	

If	someone	did	give	that	performance	today,	would	you	assume	that	they	

don’t	know	anything	about	choral	music	or	that	they	don’t	know	anything	

specifically	about	early	choral	music?	A	bit	of	both	really.	I’d	assume	that	they	

had	a	very	poor	sense	of	style.	I	think	we	do	understand	the	style	of	Byrd	a	lot	

better	now	than	they	did	then,	if	only	because	they	did	it	then	and	we’ve	been	

doing	it	since.	There	is	a	musical	insight	that	accumulates.	We	get	a	surer	

sense	of	style	as	time	goes	by.	For	example,	I	play	the	nineteenth	century	

guitar,	and	to	learn	how	to	play	one	piece	by	Fernando	Sor	could	actually	take	

you	a	lifetime.	That’s	not	necessarily	because	it’s	so	difficult,	but	because	

getting	a	real	insight	into	style	can	take	a	long	long	time.	So	if	anyone	did	that	

now	[made	that	choral	performance]	we	would	just	assume	that	they	firstly	

really	didn’t	know	much	about	choral	singing,	the	entries	being	far	too	heavy	
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and	claiming	far	too	much	attention	for	themselves	when	their	line	comes	back	

in	after	the	pause,	one	would	assume	that	they	didn’t	know	that	much	about	

choral	balance,	but	also	that	they	didn’t	really	understand	Byrd.	

Robert	Hollingworth	went	so	far	as	to	say	that,	even	if	that	had	been	the	type	of	performance	

given	in	Byrd’s	own	lifetime,	he	would	still	disapprove	of	the	tempo,	based	on	everything	he	

has	learnt	as	a	performer:	

It’s	just	so	slow	that	the	tactus	can't	work.	The	kind	of	strong,	weak,	strong,	

weak	of	the	implied	tactus	is	very	different	from	the	baroque	downbeat	and	

upbeat,	but	the	harmonic	rhythm	can’t	work	because	it’s	so	slow.	I	am	

fascinated	to	hear	the	portamento	aloud	at	the	end	especially.	Even	if	that	was	

a	recording	of	Byrd’s	time,	for	someone	who	knew	Byrd,	I	would	still	say	they	

totally	missed	the	point,	and	this	is	where	I	think	you	have	to	trust	in	your	

understanding	of	the	music	when	you’ve	sang	a	lot	of	this	music.	You	can	say,	

“Well,	that’s	not	right.	That	doesn’t	work.”	And	I’m	not	talking	about	the	style	

in	which	he	has	performed	that	in	the	portamento	and	anything	about	that.	

I’m	talking	about	the	basic	speed	for	that	number	of	people	in	that	acoustic.	

Does	it	work?	It	clearly	doesn’t	because	the	harmonic	rhythm	is	too	slow.	The	

composer’s	expressive	intention	implied	by	the	harmonic	rhythm	is	not	there.	

The	portamento	doesn’t	bother	me	so	much,	all	that	kind	of	stuff.	There	was	

some	pretty	bad	tuning	at	times,	but	again,	these	are	single	takes	onto	wax	

cylinder.	

While	Robert	Hollingworth	made	tuning	allowances	for	single	takes	onto	wax	cylinders,	

Christopher	Page	noted	that	just	moving	the	choir	out	from	their	choir	stalls	would	have	had	

serious	implications	for	how	they	listened	to	each	other:	

The	entries	are	very	heavy	and	indiscreet,	and	I’m	sure	that’s	the	advice	

they’ve	been	given.	They’re	presumably	not	standing	in	their	stalls	in	the	way	

they’re	used	to.	They’re	not	hearing	in	the	way	they’re	used	to.	Everything	is	

different	and	I’m	sure	that	has	an	enormous	effect	on	what	they’re	doing.	

Two	of	the	interviewees	recognised	similarities	between	these	performances	and	those	they	

had	been	involved	in	in	their	youth.	David	Skinner	thought	that,	while	the	boy	treble	sound	

was	vastly	different,	the	sound	produced	by	the	men	was	reminiscent	of	things	he	heard	in	the	

1980s:	
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It	sounds	like	a	liturgical	choir	again.	It’s	a	much	bigger	sound	than	

Westminster	Cathedral.	I	think	what’s	interesting	about	it	are	two	things.	The	

speed	just	does	not	work,	I	mean	I	don’t	think	it	works,	but	that’s	how	they	

learnt	it	and	maybe	the	boys	were	comfortable	with	that	slower	tempo.	Boys	

sound	very	different	in	modern	times,	but	what’s	interesting	is	that	if	you	

isolate	the	men,	that	could	be	St	Mary’s	Cathedral	when	I	sang	in	St	Mary’s	

Cathedral	in	the	late	‘80s.	You	can	just	smell	the	roast	beef	on	their	breath.	

They’ve	had	a	big	lunch,	they’ve	come	in	to	Sunday	Evensong	and	they’re	just	

shouting.	It’s	a	very	familiar	sound	I	think.	I’m	quite	surprised	that	it	does	seem	

to	have	a	connection	to	modern	times	more	than	I	would	expect.	The	boys	are	

very	different	but	it’s	all	right	I	suppose.	

Robert	Hollingworth	felt	it	resonated	with	his	experiences	of	working	with	conductors	who	did	

not	really	understand	early	music:	

I	think	it	takes	me	back	to	performances	of	my	youth,	when	I	was	in	a	

cathedral	choir,	that	the	conductor’s	completely	misunderstood	the	music.	He’s	

put	his	own	interpretation	on	it	and	nothing	wrong	with	that.	I	quite	like	the	

diminuendo	for	the	hallelujah	because	it	doesn’t	end	with	a	high	hallelujah.	It	

ended	with	a	soft	hallelujah,	and	you	could	say	that	that	was	the	kind	of	

wonder,	the	mystery	of	the	virgin	birth,	if	you	wanted	to.		

John	Potter’s	response	focused	on	the	kind	of	discipline	that	such	a	performance	demands,	

which	he	compared	to	modern	practice.	In	his	answer	to	question	8.2	he	noted	the	

implications	this	discipline	had	for	the	calculation	of	time	relations	between	the	sections:	

Well,	it’s	slightly	conditioned	by	the	fact	that	I	did	a	paper	recently	where	I	

played	an	example	from	the	same	CD	that	that	came	from.	I	was	looking	for	

examples	of	portamento	and	there	aren’t	many	in	there	but	that	final	cadence	

was	just	magnificent.	The	other	thing	that	struck	me	was	the	proportion	

change	in	the	early	years,	driven	by	considerations	of	grandeur	I	suspect	rather	

than	mathematics.	Again,	it	has	this	sort	of	conductor	thing,	very	heavy	

downbeat,	but	it	rocks	along	and	there’s	not	a	lot	you	can	do	with	it.	It’s	kind	

of	to	do	with	the	discipline	of	choirs.	There’s	something	about	dealing	with	

children	as	part	of	their	education,	so	there	is	this	kind	of	discipline	thing	to	it	

and	that’s	partly	where	we	get	this	business	of	having	to	sing	a	right	note,	and	

sing	in	time	and	in	tune	from.	So	it	does	have	this	sort	of	disciplined	choir	thing	

to	it	but	it	means	that	at	the	ends	of	sections	you	then	tend	to	go	straight	on	to	
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the	next	one	because	you’ve	marked	on	the	copy	two	plus	one	or	whatever,	

and	then	you	go	straight	on.	Whereas,	back	in	history,	it	would	have	just	kind	

of	ambled	to	a	halt	and	then	gone	on	to	the	next	bit	when	people	felt	like	it,	

but	yes	a	rollicking	performance.	

The	sense	of	discipline	was	the	main	aesthetic	value	(question	8.4)	that	John	Potter	thought	

was	being	portrayed:	

Well,	his	choir	was	one	of	the	most	famous	in	the	land	at	the	time,	so	I	guess	

the	precision,	the	discipline,	and	vigour	I	think	that	critics	would	appreciate.	

David	Skinner,	in	response	to	question	8.3,	felt	that	only	the	most	amateur	choirs	could	

produce	that	performance	today:	

If	something	like	that	appeared	in	modern	times	it	would	be	a	choral	society	

who	were	just	getting	together	for	fun	and	not	really	knowing	what	they’re	

doing,	not	having	much	context	as	to	what	the	piece	is	about	or	any	

musicological	advice	about	tempi	and	mensuration	signs	and	how	to	interpret	

them.	It	would	be	totally	unfair.	It’s	just	bunch	of	amateurs	getting	together	

and	making	a	record.		

When	asked	what	aesthetic	values	he	thought	were	present	in	the	recording	(question	8.4),	

Christopher	Page	thought	they	were	perhaps	trying	to	treat	the	music	rhetorically:	

It’s	hard	to	tell,	because	I	suspect	the	situation	in	which	the	singers	found	

themselves	was	so	artificial.	Very	obviously	there	is	a	sense	in	which	the	last	

two	things	you’ve	played	me	share	a	very	obvious	sort	of	rhetoric.	It’s	an	

affecting	text	so	let’s	make	it	very	rhetorical;	it’s	a	very	happy	text	so	let’s	

make	it	very	happy.	Trying	to	project	a	certain	very	emotional	reading	of	the	

text,	I	think	that’s	fundamentally	what’s	going	on.	

Robert	Hollingworth	felt	that	the	aesthetic	decision	taken	was	to	treat	the	music	as	any	other	

contemporary	piece	rather	than	a	piece	from	a	different	time	period:	

He’s	looking	at	the	piece	of	music	as	if	it	had	been	written	now.	He	is	

understanding	a	sort	of	formality	of	the	music,	failing	to	see	that	there's	an	

aesthetic.	I	can	tell	you	all	the	things	he’d	missed.	Because	it’s	old	music,	

there’s	a	formality	and	a	gravity	to	it.	He	has	misinterpreted	the	original	note	

values	as	note	values	now,	so	he’s	taken	a	minim	as	a	slow	note	value	when	

they’re	just	a	passing	note.	Would	you	want	to	say	the	things	he’s	missed?	
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There’s	a	great	solemnity	to	it,	but	that’s	not	actually	what	the	piece	is	about.	

The	piece	is	about	joy.	Do	we	know	whether	that	was	recorded	in	York	

Minster?	You	see	that’s	the	one	interesting	thing	about	it.	What	these	

recordings	very	rarely	give	you	is	any	kind	of	acoustic,	so	you	don’t	know	

whether	they’re	performing	for	a	building	that	you	can’t	hear	and	have	done	it	

at	that	speed	because	they	could	hear	resonance	around	them.	Recording	

something	very	close	up	is	inevitably	going	to	be	quite	dry.	They	will	have	sung	

it	at	the	speed	they	normally	sing	it	at	in	the	Minster,	and	whether	they’re	in	

the	Minster	or	in	a	dry	room	somewhere,	that’s	what	they	do.	

David	Skinner	was	puzzled	when	asked	about	the	aesthetic	values	in	the	performance	

(question	8.4)	as	he	found	every	interpretive	decision	was	the	opposite	to	what	he	would	have	

expected:	

I	don’t	know.	He’s	a	composer	himself.	I’m	quite	surprised	at	his	interpretation	

because	everything	you	would	expect	to	be	more	light	and	bouncy	is	just	the	

opposite.	The	final	alleluias	are	very	plodding	and	it	just	grinds	to	a	halt	at	the	

end.	It’s	like	he’s	having	a	laugh.	If	I	were	to	be	reviewing	the	conductor	I’d	

think	he’s	out	to	lunch	and	doesn’t	know	what	he’s	doing.	I	don’t	think	there	

are	any	values	because	he’s	not	really	responding	to	the	text	as	one	would	

expect.	It’s	surprising	for	a	composer	because	he’s	written	some	very	beautiful	

music.	

Having	given	their	initial	assessment	of	the	performance,	it	was	at	this	point	that	the	

interviewees	were	presented	with	a	quote	from	a	contemporaneous	review,	describing	a	live	

performance	given	by	The	Choir	of	York	Minister	under	Edward	Bairstow.	The	quote	was	again	

taken	from	the	journal	The	Musical	Times,	and	read:		

Byrd’s	‘Great	Service’	has	lately	been	sung	twice	at	York	Minster	–	an	ideal	

building	for	such	music.	The	performance,	under	Dr.	Bairstow,	was	notable	for	

its	rhythmic	life	and	its	expressive	–	even	dramatic	–	quality.193	

When	asked	if	they	would	like	those	comments	applied	to	their	own	performances	today,	

David	Skinner,	Harry	Christophers,	Robert	Hollingworth	and	Peter	Phillips	all	agreed	that	they	

would.	Peter	Phillips	suggested	that	it	was	important	for	there	to	be	ebb	and	flow	within	a	

performance	in	order	to	make	a	dramatic	impact:	

																																																													
193	Anonymous,	'Church	and	Organ	Music',	The	Musical	Times,	66:990:8	(August	1925),	p729.	
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Yes,	drama	is	good.	We	don’t	want	boredom.	You	don’t	want	it	to	be	hectic,	

but	if	it	does	have	quite	long	down	periods	where	nothing	much	can	be	done	

with	it,	you	should	accept	that	and	not	force	the	matter.	Palestrina	is	quite	

famous	for	not	being	very	exciting	all	the	time,	but	that	gives	the	opportunity	

to	just	to	hit	on	the	moments	that	are	exciting,	just	let	them	go,	and	I	like	that	

sort	of	music.	You’ve	got	to	accept	that	ordinary	time	setting	the	scene,	

creating	the	mood.	Then,	suddenly	you	get	a	section	which	is	exceptional	and	

you’re	ready	for	it.	If	it’s	all	down	time	I	would	suggest	you	don’t	do	that	piece.	

Harry	Christophers	felt	that	making	a	dramatic	interpretation	meant	different	things	within	

different	pieces:	

If	the	music	is	tame	and	insignificant	then	you	have	to	put	drama	into	it.	

Drama	doesn’t	necessarily	mean	it	has	to	be	full	of	dramatic	gestures,	I	think.	

Lamentations	can	be	just	tear-jerking	embellishment.	I	feel	very	much	that	

with	the	music	that	we	do,	I	should	be	testing	people’s	emotions	and	working	

at	them.	

Robert	Hollingworth	said	that,	while	he	values	drama	in	a	performance,	the	reviewer	obviously	

had	a	differing	conception	of	drama	if	he	was	applying	it	to	the	recorded	performance	style:	

Yes,	but	I	don’t	think	they	see	drama	the	same	way	as	I	do.	I	see	drama	as	

springing	from	the	score.	They’ve	imprinted	it.	The	only	drama	in	that	is	in	the	

individual	timbre	of	voices.	There’s	no	drama	being	taken	out	of	the	score.	

John	Potter	made	a	similar	point	to	Robert	Hollingworth,	even	suggesting	that,	if	the	reviewer	

had	listened	to	a	modern	performance	that	we	consider	to	be	dramatic,	they	might	find	it	

equally	boring:	

The	dramatic	thing.	Because	modern	choirs	will	be	trying	to	be	singing	it	

straight	and	all	that	kind	of	thing.	It’s	difficult	for	them	to	get	the	sense	of	

drama	that	more	individual	voices	make	it	easy	to	do.	So	I	suspect	that	a	

modern	choir	hearing	that	might	think	it’s	not	well	blended.	Whereas	the	

reviewer	there	thinks	it’s	dramatic	and,	similarly,	those	people	hearing	the	

modern	choir	would	think	it	rather	boring,	so	it’s	just	a	question	of	the	relative	

aesthetics	at	the	time.	

Christopher	Page	was	the	only	interviewee	who	preferred	the	term	dramatic	not	to	be	applied	

to	his	own	performances,	as	he	thought	it	was	not	appropriate	to	the	medieval	repertoire	in	
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which	he	specialised.	He	also	recognised	that	the	recorded	performance	would	have	been	

vastly	different	to	live	experience	of	the	choir:	

Well,	that	really	depends	on	what	you	were	doing.	You’ve	got	to	remember	

that	medieval	music	is	quite	different	and	I	really	don’t	think	it	fits.	Hearing	

those	singers	in	York	Minster	would	be	a	fundamentally	different	experience	to	

hearing	that,	because	of	what	we	were	saying	earlier	about	seeing	music	made	

and	being	part	of	the	event.	Of	course	it	would	all	depend	on	where	you	stood	

and	how	close	you	were,	and	that’s	a	very	large	building.	Whereas	that	sounds	

terribly	close	up	and	a	bit	boxy.	It’s	hard	to	imagine	what	it	would	have	

sounded	like	in	a	cathedral.	Maybe	that’s	one	of	the	reasons	why	the	entries	

are	so	emphatic.	I	don’t	know	the	York	Minister	acoustic	well,	but	it	may	well	

be	that	you	need	to	emphasise	your	entries	a	bit.	Some	buildings	are	naturally	

vey	dry.		

Questions	8.7	and	8.8	asked	interviewees	if	the	review	altered	their	assessment	of	the	

recording	and	revealed	any	different	aesthetic	values.	A	number	of	the	interviewees	were	able	

to	consider	that	perhaps	the	recording	was	dramatic,	though	in	a	different	way	to	how	they	

would	usually	define	drama.	Christopher	Page	stated:	

Well,	I	don’t	know	if	it	changes,	but	it	gives	you	further	thoughts	about	it.	I	

suppose	some	of	what	sound	to	me	like	very	emphatic	and	over	heavy	entries	

could	conceivably	be	a	way	of	giving	it	an	urgency	and	a	dramatic	quality.	It	

sounds	overstated	to	me	now	but	it	may	not	have	sounded	overstated	then.	

David	Skinner	made	similar	remarks:	

It	is	dramatic	in	a	sense.	It’s	a	bunch	of	men	just	shouting	and	having	a	good	

time.	The	age	is	apparent	too.	You	can	tell	that	these	are	seasoned	lay	clerks	

and	that	they’re	jobbing	musicians.	They	go	in	and	do	this	every	day.	I	suppose	

the	freshness	would	be	that	they’re	singing	Byrd,	they’re	not	singing	Bairstow.	I	

would	say	that	was	a	dramatic	performance	for	the	day,	I	just	don’t	agree	with	

the	tempo.	

John	Potter	reflected	on	the	fact	that	verbal	descriptions	of	musical	sounds	are	completely	

relative:	

Yes,	I	suppose.	I	wouldn’t	have	thought	of	it	as	dramatic,	but	all	of	these	terms	

are	relative,	so	I	suppose	it	doesn’t	actually	change	the	way	I	view	it.	But	it	

makes	me	think	a	bit	about	what	these	words	actually	mean.	
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Peter	Phillips	also	reflected	on	the	possibility	that	it	could	be	dramatic,	though	in	a	different	

way	to	what	we	would	usually	expect	today:	

Well,	it’s	an	extremely	good	comment.	Yes,	it	does	change	the	way	I	feel	about	

it	in	a	way.	In	the	modern	sense	it	couldn’t	be	less	dramatic.	It’s	too	slow,	the	

balance	is	chaos.	You	can	just	about	hear	the	boys	when	they	go	up	high.	You	

can’t	hear	the	middle	parts	at	all.	There’s	a	booming	bass	all	the	way	through,	

and	squeaky	trebles	that	are	down	there.	Thumping	basses	and	squeaky	

trebles.	It	was	quite	dramatic	I	suppose	in	a	way,	but	it’s	not	what	we	want	to	

hear.	Then	this	amazing	interpretation	to	hallelujah.	That	is	so	counterintuitive	

to	what	we	think	now.	It	is	so	alternative	that	I	will	be	quite	interested	to	think	

some	more	about	it.	I	wouldn’t	dream	of	doing	it	like	that.	But	Bairstow	is	such	

a	big	name	and	I	so	much	admire	his	own	work.	It’s	very	interesting,	it’s	like	a	

pre-Raphaelite	take	on	painting,	it’s	sort	of	hazing	up	and	putting	this	

mysticism	around	it.	The	way	you	do	that	in	music	is	to	slow	things	down.	

Where	everybody	else	will	crescendo	to	the	end,	you	create	a	dirge	out	of	a	

hallelujah.	It’s	really	quite	impressive.	

Peter	Phillips	added	to	this	theme	in	answer	to	question	8.8	(aesthetic	values):	

The	quote	said	expressive	drama.	It	was	a	Great	Service.	He	[the	reviewer]	

heard	it	live	in	York	Minster	and	it’s	a	huge	acoustic	in	York	Minster.	You’ve	got	

to	be	really	careful	not	to	take	things	too	fast	in	there.	It’s	a	wonderful	

building.	The	critics	and	I	are	not	using	words	to	mean	the	same	thing,	I’m	

afraid,	unless	he’s	being	ironic	and	I	don’t	think	he	is.	

Robert	Hollingworth,	along	the	lines	of	his	response	to	question	8.2,	reflected	on	the	similarity	

between	this	recording	and	performances	of	his	youth,	where,	with	hindsight,	he	believes	the	

director	had	no	appreciation	of	early	music	style:	

It	smacks	of	early	performances	that	I	was	involved	in	when	I	was	a	chorister,	

where	the	music	meant	nothing.	Where	the	music	had	totally	not	been	

understood.	And	when	I	went	to	New	College	with	a	similar	sort	of	size	of	

ensemble,	it	was	possible	to	make	total	sense	of	it.	

Harry	Christophers	could	also	appreciate	a	similarity	between	the	recording	and	choral	

experiences	at	senior	school,	and	reflected	on	how	a	lack	of	stylistic	knowledge	can	make	the	

music	unenjoyable	to	perform:	
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Maybe	it	was	what	everybody	was	used	to?	I	mean,	maybe	they’re	used	to	

even	more	turgid	performances	than	that!	We	don’t	know.	The	thing	that	I	do	

know	for	a	fact	is	that,	having	been	brought	up	on	something	similar	(in	style),	

not	so	much	at	Canterbury	but	I	remember	at	school,	first	of	all	they	seemed	

really	hard	to	sing,	so	they	weren’t	rewarding.	So	one’s	attitude	to	them	very	

much	stems	from	the	fact	that	you	weren’t	enjoying	singing	these	pieces,	

because	people	didn’t	know	the	style,	and	they	thought	“old”	has	got	to	be	

slow,	it’s	got	to	be	ponderous.	It	doesn’t	have	to	be.	

When	asked	if	the	review	led	to	perceiving	any	different	aesthetic	values	(question	8.8),	

Robert	Hollingworth	said	he	now	felt	that	formality	was	of	great	importance	to	the	

performance:	

Yes.	A	formality,	a	slight,	not	pomposity,	but	pomposo,	if	you	like.	They	had	

totally	different	ideas	about	what	the	music	meant,	and	they	were	looking	far	

too	much	at	the	small	gesture,	instead	of	the	overall	arch	of	a	phrase.	

David	Skinner	considered	that	very	few	deliberate	aesthetic	decisions	were	being	made	at	all:	

No.	I	really	don’t	think	that	he	was	thinking	about	anything,	to	be	honest.	I	

think	he	thought	this	was	a	jolly	madrigal,	let’s	put	it	down,	let’s	record	it.	

Maybe	he	had	some	thoughts	about	text	setting	but	I	think	his	head	mustn’t	

have	been	in	that	day.	

When	asked,	“Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	this	performance?”	only	Harry	

Christophers	said	he	found	nothing	to	admire.	Robert	Hollingworth	admired	the	

“…wholeheartedness…”	of	the	performance.	John	Potter	similarly	admired	its	sense	of	life,	a	

quality	which	he	thought	arbitrarily	lost	in	the	current	early	music	movement:	

Well	it	has	lots	of	life.	Particularly	the	final	cadence,	which	I	thought	was	an	

absolute	masterstroke	of	miscellaneous	portamento.	I’m	not	being	sarcastic	in	

any	way.	I	mean	that	person	who	did	it	would	be	shot	today,	but	you	know	it	

makes	such	a	difference	and	it’s	so	expressive.	And	it’s	one	of	the	things	that	

we’ve	just	decided	when	we	invented	early	music	that	we’re	not	going	to	

reinvent	that	one.	And	it’s	in	the	whole	of	music	up	until	now,	even	-	listen	to	

early	recordings	-	there's	very	few	that	don’t	have	lots	of	portamento.	And	in	

fact	I’ve	given	papers	in	Basel	where	I	played	some	Adelina	Patti,	which	I	

thought	was	hysterically	funny.	And	so	I	asked	if	they	taught	nineteenth	

century	vocal	style	and	they	said,	“Yes,	of	course,	we	do,”	and	I	said	well	does	it	
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sound	like	that	and	they	said,	“No,	of	course	it	doesn't.”	You	know,	which	sort	

of	tells	you	a	lot	really.	

David	Skinner	said	he	admired	the	quality	of	the	voices	in	The	Choir	of	York	Minster	much	

more	so	than	those	in	Westminster	Cathedral:	

I	suppose	the	quality	of	the	voices	is	quite	good	for	the	period.	I’ve	got	very	

strong	views	about	countertenors	as	I	used	to	be	one.	The	countertenors	were	

very	ugly,	but	I	think	the	bass	and	tenors	were	very	admirable	and	they	were	

producing	a	fairly	decent	tone	for	1927.	I	think	for	their	time	they	were	quite	a	

good	ensemble.	I’d	rather	hear	music	by	this	ensemble	than	Westminster	

Cathedral,	certainly.	

Peter	Phillips	reflected	that,	while	he	did	not	agree	with	many	of	the	aesthetic	decisions	made,	

he	admired	the	mind	working	behind	the	performance	and	making	those	unusual	choices:	

Technically	it’s	laughable,	but	there	is	a	mind	at	work,	there’s	a	design	behind	

it.	As	I	say,	it	makes	it	so	different	to	anything	anybody	would	dream	of	doing	

now,	it	becomes	quite	interesting.	

Christopher	Page	felt	that,	even	just	over	the	course	of	listening	to	the	four	recordings	played	

during	the	interview,	he	could	begin	to	appreciate	the	subtle	changes	wrought	by	the	growth	

of	the	recording	industry:	

One	doesn’t	want	to	put	a	naïve	evolutionary	view	on	it,	but	it	seems	to	me	

that	one	can	hear	more	control	coming	in	over	those	periods.	Maybe	with	the	

growth	of	recording	people	started	actually	collecting	one	another’s	

recordings.	You	already	read	me	some	cases	where	critics	clearly	have	access	

to	a	number	of	recordings	and	are	drawing	comparisons.	I	still	think	the	most	

important	thing	ever	to	have	happened	in	the	history	of	music	is	recording.	

5.9	CONCLUDING	COMMENTS	

In	the	final	part	of	the	interview,	interviewees	were	asked	to	reflect	on	the	broad	changes	to	

performance	practice	which	had	taken	place	over	the	twentieth	century	as	a	whole	(question	

9.1),	as	well	as	within	their	own	performing	careers	(question	9.2).	All	of	the	interviewees	

agreed	that	major	changes	had	taken	place.	Christopher	Page,	James	O’Donnell,	Stephen	

Layton	and	Edward	Wickham	each	noted	the	effect	that	different	approaches	to	performing	

pitch	(transposing	the	music	either	up	or	down)	had	had	on	performance	styles	over	the	
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century.	Christopher	Page	largely	credited	this	to	the	work	of	David	Wulstan	and	his	

successors,	be	they	following	in	his	footsteps	or	reacting	against	his	style:	

As	I	once	did	for	a	Radio	3	program	with	Timothy	Day,	if	you	have	a	long	

sequence	of	recordings	from	the	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	in	1909	up	until	

The	Tallis	Scholars,	then	it	seemed	to	us	that	the	major	sea	change	came	by	a	

group	called	The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford	run	by	David	Wulstan.	The	Clerkes	of	

Oxenford	was	one	of	the	first	groups	to,	firstly,	transpose	the	music	up	the	

minor	third,	so	it	got	that	very	bright,	very	high	sound,	but	also	to	do	that	very	

clean,	clear,	rather	seraphic	thing	that	The	Tallis	Scholars	have	marketed	all	

over	the	world	so	successfully.	I	think	David	Wulstan	is	the	architect	of	that.	He	

was	an	academic	professor	of	music,	also	of	oriental	languages,	a	very	erudite,	

very	clever	man.	The	use	of	mostly	young	student	voices	was	a	key	thing	as	

well.	One	thing	that’s	easy	to	forget	is	that	a	lot	of	the	singers	on	the	

recordings	you’ve	been	playing	me	are	substantially	older	than	the	common	

run	of	chorister	now.	There	were	singers	in	choirs	in	the	nineteenth	century	

cathedrals	that	were	on	life	contracts.	They	stayed	there	'til	they	could	no	

longer	stand	up.	Voices	became	very	much	less	strong,	very	much	more	

wavery.	They	are	much	younger	now,	so	that’s	had	an	effect	too.	Yes,	it’s	

changed	enormously.	David	Skinner’s	band	Alamire,	which	I	think	is	wonderful	

not	just	‘cause	he’s	a	friend	of	mine.	His	recording	of	Sheppard’s	Media	Vita	

sounds	absolutely	spectacular.	That	represents	a	different	attempt	to	break	

through	what	you	might	call	The	Tallis	Scholars	tradition.	David	doesn’t	

transpose	things	up	a	minor	third.	It’s	much	richer,	beefier,	more	masculine	in	

a	certain	construction	of	masculinity,	and	more	bodily.	Not	that	kind	of	

disembodied	ethereal	quality	that	The	Tallis	Scholars	do.	Yes	it’s	changed	

enormously.	

Stephen	Layton	also	reflected	on	the	way	different	approaches	to	pitch	have	come	in	and	out	

of	vogue:	

Yes,	I’ve	become	more	intrigued	to	see	whether	we	can	pronounce	 this	in	

what	we	think	might’ve	been	a	conversation	 at	the	time.	We’ve	changed	our	

opinions	backwards	and	forwards	on	the	pitch,	as	to	what	it	should	be	in	

different	situations,	in	different	places.	And	I	think	we’ve	sometimes	gone	for	

that	absolute	pure	type	of	sound	that	you	might	hear	that	The	Tallis	

Scholars	do.	And	then	other	times,	the	more	robust,	romantic	approach	that	

The	Cardinall’s	Musick	might	do.	We’ve	got	to	a	position	where	it’s	now,	I	
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think,	possible	to	take	all	sorts	of	approaches	 to	this	music.	We’ve	become	

less	obsessed,	 I	think,	with	perhaps	what	was	considered	 to	be	the	ideal	that	

something	was	‘pure’	and	that	was	the	only	way	to	do	it.	

Edward	Wickham’s	response	explored	the	evolving	relationship	between	range,	timbre,	and	

the	nature	of	interpretive	gestures:		

Well,	rhetorical	gesture	has	become	much	more	carefully	nuanced	and	much	

less	obviously	extrovert.	The	timbre	of	voices	has	changed	particularly	in	the	

top	part.	So	that	although	the	up-to-date	performances	don’t	have	that	very,	

very	pure	sound	in	the	‘60s,	‘70s,	and	early	‘80s,	when	Wulstan	was	around	

doing	his	stuff,	that	was	very	much	the	aesthetic.	And	that,	combined	with	a	

high	voice	heresy	you	might	call	it,	encouraged	a	kind	of	timbre	which	has	so	

influenced	recordings	and	the	sound	world	that’s	being	produced	for	this	

music.	It’s	almost	inescapable.	

John	Potter	described	this	evening	out	of	the	sound	as	being	part	of	a	large-scale	process	over	

the	century	in	which	performances	became	more	and	more	standardised.	He	places	part	of	the	

blame	on	a	lack	of	historical	research	into	period	vocal	practices:	

Well,	yes.	It’s	changed	in	that	it’s	a	long	and	complicated	thing.	If	you	were	to	

listen	to	recordings	from	every	decade	you’d	be	able	to	see	what	was	coming,	

because	in	all	of	these	recordings	you	played,	you	can	sort	of	see,	what	it	was	

like	at	the	beginning	of	the	century,	i.e.	with	much	more	of	the	stuff	that	we	

don’t	like.	So	what	you’ve	got	left	by	the	‘20s,	you've	got	the	drama	but	you’ve	

got	reduced	vocal	extravagance,	but	more	the	drama	of	the	music.	Then	you	

get	to	the	1970s	and	‘80s	and	basically	everyone’s	become	an	Oxford	choral	

scholar	and	the	music	has	become	much	more	constrained,	much	more	

blended,	because	there’s	a	market	for	it.	Also,	partly	to	do	with	the	technology,	

where	you	get	78	superseded	by	LP,	and	LP	by	CD,	and	then	downloading	and	

so	on.	At	each	stage,	the	sort	of	feature	of	capitalism	where	it	functions	by	

making	people	buy	what	they’ve	already	got.	When	you	get	the	change	of	

technology	you	then	have	to	re-record	all	sorts	of	stuff,	and	so	again	this	same	

small	set	of	repertoire	gets	redone,	I	suppose	in	an	increasingly	bland	way	as	

everyone’s	experience	gets	more	and	more	similar	in	terms	of	learning	how	to	

do	it,	and	the	ubiquity	of	recorded	models.	I	mean	the	sort	of	famous	

ensembles,	particularly	from	the	‘80s	onwards,	influenced	and	still	do	influence	

the	whole	way	of	going	about	the	vocal	process.	Either	you	can	have	a	small	
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voice,	you	sing	accurately,	precisely	and	you	blend	and	all	this	kind	of	thing.	

None	of	that	you	will	find	in	the	literature	of	the	period.	People	like	Emma	

Kirkby	and	the	early	David	Munrow	recordings	where	you	get	a	sound	that	

everyone	likes	to	hear.	It’s	very	easy	on	the	ear,	and	the	early	music	movement	

starts.	You	get	people	recreating	string	instruments	and	wind	instruments	and	

so	on	and	experimenting	with	the	sound.	Well	singers	don't	ever	need	to	do	

that	because	we've	already	got	a	sound	that	people	are	very	happy	with.	If,	at	

that	point,	people	had	actually	researched	the	singing,	the	whole	history	then	

of	the	early	music	movement	would	be	very	different,	but	we	haven't.	And	even	

if	you	go	to	a	music	college	and	you	learn	about	early	music,	if	you	do	

seventeenth,	eighteenth	century	you	read	Tosti,	for	example,	which	is	the	main	

source.	And	you	can	derive	from	Tosti	all	you	need	to	know	to	be	an	early	

music	singer,	but	you	have	to	make	sure	you	don't	do	quite	a	lot	of	what	he	

says.	And	you	also	have	to	assume	that	when	he's	talking	about	whatever	he's	

talking	about,	he's	telling	you	about	what	it's	actually	like	rather	than	what	he	

would	like	it	to	be	like.	And	the	critical	approach	to	sources	is	something	

singers	simply	don't	do.	They	just	take	the	bits	they	want	to	fit	in	to	a	modern	

early	music	aesthetic.		

Robert	Hollingworth	noted,	in	answer	to	question	9.2,	that	there	is	now	an	assumption	that	

singers	in	a	cathedral	context	will	have	a	high	level	working	knowledge	of	the	historically	

informed	performance	practice	movement,	much	more	so	than	in	previous	years:	

I	think	many	more	choirs	have	gotten	into	that	way	of	thinking,	to	the	extent	

now	that,	were	you	to	give	a	performance	like	that,	a	strong	likelihood	is	that	

nearly	everyone	in	the	choir,	nearly	all	the	males,	the	altos,	tenors,	and	basses	

in	the	choir,	would	be	aware	of	what	was	being	done	by	period	specialists	and	

by	other	cathedral	choirs,	and	would	find	it	unacceptable.	The	director	

themselves,	when	they	got	the	job,	would	be	expected	to	have	some	sort	of	

trial	with	the	choir,	and	if	he	tried	to	do	a	piece	of	Byrd	like	that,	they	wouldn’t	

accept	it	because	the	singers’	own	understanding	of	the	music	has	increased.	

Well,	that’s	with	too	much	style	here,	actual	personal	integrity	that	may	not	be	

the	same.	I	think	it’s	probably	likely	that	choral	directors	at	that	time	were	

much	more	likely	to	have	been	Christians.	These	days,	you	will	find	choral	

directors	at	Christian	institutions	that	are	not	believers,	but	they	feel	very	

comfortable	wearing	those	shoes.	So	I	think	what	you’ve	got	now	is	you’ve	got	
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a	lot	of	style,	a	lot	of	the	understanding	of	the	music,	but	perhaps	not	the	

integrity.	

Harry	Christophers	also	noted	that	an	awareness	of	developments	in	musicology,	and	of	the	

work	of	other	ensembles,	was	now	an	essential	part	of	shaping	performances:	

And	so	much	has	changed	over	the	last	20,	30	years.	It’s	been	hand-in-glove	

with	a	massive	amount	of	academia.	All	the	academia	is	good.	As	a	musician,	

as	a	performer,	we	have	to	take	a	lot	of	academia	with	a	pinch	of	salt,	and	one	

doesn’t	want	to	get	bogged	down	in	it.	But	you’d	certainly	be	aware	of	it,	that	

there	have	been	massive	changes.	Principally,	just	in	the	fact	that	there	is	so	

much	of	this	music	being	performed	today,	certainly	being	performed	in	

different	ways,	which	makes	it	incredibly	exciting.	

James	O’Donnell	pointed	out	that,	while	the	liturgical	choirs	he	worked	with	were	aware	of	

those	ensembles	working	specifically	within	the	bounds	of	historically	informed	performance,	

liturgical	choirs	still	had	to	balance	those	demands	within	covering	a	wider	array	of	repertoire:	

There	have	been	all	kinds	of	theories	about	pitch.	Scholarship	for	this	has	

increased;	the	amount	of	scholars	has	increased.	There’ve	been	various	

practical	applications	of	scholarly	discovery,	scholarly	theories	and	a	wide	

public	interest.	The	sheer	availability	of	this	music	now	online	and	on	CDs	and	a	

number	of	groups	singing	it,	and	our	discovery	of	different	sorts	of	repertoire	

that	used	to	be	not	much	discovered,	has	increased	phenomenally.	It’d	be	very	

strange	if	our	performances	had	not	similarly	changed,	developed,	expanded	

into	different	areas.	We	still	don’t	know	how	it	sounded	in	the	era	in	which	it	

was	composed.	We	can	only	surmise.	We	have	some	documentary	evidence	

about	the	forces,	which	could	give	us	a	clue	about	the	balance	within	a	choir,	

the	likely	scale	of	those	performances	in	many	cases,	but	we	can’t	do	much	

more	than	guess	how	the	choir	sounded.	I	would	say,	with	great	respect	to	the	

historical	performance	movement,	which	I	am	very	interested	in	and	regard	

myself	a	part	of,	I	don’t	think	when	it	comes	to	performing	Tudor	music	

liturgically	today,	as	against	for	example	performing	a	concert,	that	there’s	a	

more	historically	informed	agenda	at	play.	Certainly	if	I	perform	this	music	

liturgically,	I	would	want	to	make	it	an	effective,	a	musically	sensitive	approach	

to	that	repertoire	within	the	context	of	what	else	we	were	doing.	A	choir	that	

can	sing	Brahms	and	Tippett	and	Stanford	can	turn	its	attention	to	Taverner,	

Byrd,	Weelkes,	Tomkins	and	all	the	rest	of	them,	as	we	do,	but	you	can’t	drop	
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the	fact	that	you’ve	also	sung	all	this	other	kind	of	music.	I	think	that’s	the	key	

thing	to	singing	in	a	liturgical	context.	It	doesn’t	mean	that	you’d	sing	Byrd	the	

same	way	you’d	sing	Brahms.	You	could	bring	a	different	set	of	skills	and	a	

different	set	of	characteristics	to	the	fore.	But	you	can	also	draw	on	some	of	

the	great	things	that	you	have	in	other	repertoire,	the	line	that	you	might	have	

or	the	vocal	development	that	you	can	bring	into	some	other	music.	So	I	think	

it’s	a	very	interesting	thing	and	it	varies	from	place	to	place,	from	conductor	to	

conductor,	from	choir	to	choir,	and	even	from	time	to	time	within	the	same	

choir.	As	I	say,	the	key	thing	about	having	a	boys’	choir	is	that	it’s	always	

changing,	and	the	boys	are	growing	and	their	voices	change	as	they	grow	and	

get	bigger,	apart	from	the	physical	change	in	voice.	So	it’s	a	constantly	moving	

scenario	and	you	can	never	just	pinpoint	how	you	want	it	to	be.	I	think	it’s	not	

a	very	sensible	thing	to	say,	“I	want	my	choir	to	sound	like	this	all	the	time.”	I	

think	you’re	inevitably	going	to	have	a	core	character,	a	personality	to	your	

choir,	because	that	comes	from	you	and	your	taste	in	singers.	It’s	never	going	

to	stand	still.	

In	his	answer	to	question	9.1,	Robert	Hollingworth	noted	the	rise	of	one-per-part	groups	

within	the	ranks	of	professional	ensembles,	and	how	they	have	pushed	stylistic	change:	

Very	evidently	it	has,	but	I	don’t	think	it’s	a	gradual	change.	I	think	certain	

people	come	in	and	do	things	in	a	different	way,	and	it	depends	entirely	on	

their	background,	and	I	think,	clearly	recordings	have	had	an	enormous	effect.	

When	you	hear	Vivaldi’s	Four	Seasons,	when	you	hear	a	period	instrument	

performance,	it’s	understood	vaguely	what	sort	of	tempo	it	should	be	in	the	

cleanness	of	sound.	It	makes	you	go	away	and	think	about	your	own	

performance	differently.	So	I	think	having	one-to-a-part	groups	has	helped	

because	it's	cleaned	things	up.	Because	one-to-a-part,	the	phrase	lengths	are	

going	to	be	shorter	in	general.	That	might	have	pushed	the	fast	speeds	here	

and	there,	but	it	also	enables	you	to	see	the	wood	for	the	trees	as	well.	

Peter	Phillips	noted	that	the	quality	of	the	singers	entering	the	profession	today,	in	terms	of	

basic	technical	abilities,	was	far	greater	today	compared	to	when	he	started:	

You	cannot	separate	out	recordings	in	concerts	from	live	performance.	We’re	

(The	Tallis	Scholars)	often	told	that	we	sound	as	good	live	as	we	sound	on	

record,	and	that’s	because	we	maintain	a	very	high	average	standard	across	

the	performances.	That	means	the	10	singers	standing	there,	they	know	how	
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to	tune	and	blend	and	then	put	that	in	the	service	of	the	music	without	getting	

tired	of	it,	and	producing	a	real	performance	on	the	stage.	They	have	a	very	

high	specification	of	these	basic	disciplines	and	techniques.	That	is	a	very	

modern	thing.	Even	in	the	time	I	have	been	working	people	have	gotten	better	

at	it.	The	young	people	who	are	coming	into	my	world	now	are	consistently	

better	than	the	60-year-olds	that	I’m	now	saying	goodbye	to.	That	applies	

more	and	more	strongly	as	you	go	back	in	time.	We	also	have	a	more	fluent	

idea	of	the	style	of	the	music.	

While	Peter	Phillips	may	have	seen	the	changes	predominantly	in	terms	of	live	performance,	

David	Skinner,	in	answer	to	question	9.2,	reflected	on	changes	in	recording	techniques	even	

over	his	own	performing	career:	

It’s	changed	enormously.	From	growing	up	on	Tallis	Scholars	recordings,	to	

cutting	teeth	with	Cardinall’s	Musicke	and	a	completely	different	recording	

style,	and	then	to	my	own	Alamire	now.	I’m	often	curious	as	to	how	things	

have	changed.	We	(Alamire)	will	record	the	Byrd	and	Tallis	Cantiones,	and	

there	are	many	recordings	of	these	pieces.	I	often	set	up	my	Apple	TV	so	I	can	

listen	to	all	the	versions.	You	can	hear	something	like	Da	Mihi	Auxilium	sung	by	

a	choir	that	I	admired	in	the	‘80s,	and	then	Cardinall’s	Musicke,	a	choir	that	I	

was	a	part	of	and	even	produced	that	recording	and	the	editions,	and	then	our	

Alamire	recording,	and	they’re	fundamentally	different,	all	three	of	them.	I	was	

surprised	just	how	different	the	Alamire	performance	is.	Also	the	recording	

quality,	from	what	The	Cardinall’s	Musicke	produced	ten	years	earlier.	Some	of	

the	voices	are	the	same	as	in	Alamire,	though	their	way	of	singing	is	slightly	

different.	They’re	intonation	is,	I	think,	more	acute,	but	the	recording	quality	of	

Alamire	is	just	much	more	present	and	powerful.	It	gives	you	very	much	a	sense	

of	what	it’s	like	to	be	in	the	room.	Whereas,	I	think	the	earlier	recordings,	

they’re	just	too	flat	in	terms	of	recording	quality,	they	sound	as	if	you’re	over	

there,	you’re	not	sitting	in	the	middle	of	it.	That’s	what	we	work	on	quite	

extensively	for	our	Alamire	recordings.	We	have	a	particular	technique	that	I	

don’t	think	anybody	else	uses	but	it	does	work,	and	you	can	recreate	the	sound	

that	I	experience	in	front	of	them	in	the	studio.	It’s	a	mixture	of	spot	mics	and	

ambient	mics.	Yes,	it’s	changed	enormously.	I’m	sure	it	will	continue	to	change.	

It	must.	It’s	evolution.	
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Question	9.3	asked	“Have	you	noticed	differences	over	time	in	your	own	approach	to	the	

performance	of	Tudor	choral	music?”	Christopher	Page	and	Peter	Phillips	each	maintained	that	

their	approach	had	changed	very	little	if	at	all	over	their	career.	Christopher	Page	reflected:	

For	example,	I	made	a	Hildegard	of	Bingen	record	thirty	years	ago,	if	I	were	to	

make	it	tomorrow	I’d	do	it	just	the	same.	But	remember,	if	choral	music	is	

several	voices	to	a	part,	I’ve	never	really	done	that.	It	(what	I’ve	done)	is	a	

chamber	ensemble,	ensemble	singing	or	consort	singing	as	we	often	call	it	in	

Britain.	No,	I	think	I	want	much	the	same	things	as	I	wanted	right	from	the	

start.	

Peter	Phillips	said	that	the	quality	of	the	singers	has	improved,	but	the	sound	he	has	always	

been	looking	for	has	remained	the	same:	

I	think	my	approach	has	changed	very	little.	I	wrote	about	this	in	a	book	I’ve	

just	published,	how	it	was	when	we	started,	how	we	stood	in	that	first	concert,	

and	by	some	extraordinary	miracle	we	hit	the	formula	that	we	still	have.	

Nothing	has	really	changed	except	the	quality	of	the	singing	and	the	

understanding	that	we’ve	built	up	of	the	music	that	we	perform.	Some	of	the	

pieces	we	perform	a	lot.	We	like	to	up	the	standards,	honing	our	skills,	and	

that’s	the	advantage	of	not	doing	all	of	the	repertoires	that	some	other	groups	

do.	The	last	thing	I	want	to	do	is	another	performance	of	Messiah.	We’ve	got	

our	niche.	It’s	a	repertoire	that’s	turning	into	one	of	the	great	repertoires	in	the	

concert	hall.	We	love	classical	music.	Nothing	to	do	with	the	church,	the	church	

services,	and	nothing	to	do	with	Baroque	music.	This	is	a	concentrated	view	

that	changes	the	perspective.	I	suppose	one	thing	has	changed:	when	we	

started	we	tended	to	do	High	Renaissance	and	we	tended	to	think	that	the	

Baroque,	early	Baroque,	tied	up	with	it,	that	we	could	just	go	back	a	bit	in	time	

with	our	Baroque	training	and	sing	Renaissance	music.	Actually,	what	you	need	

to	do	is	go	the	other	way	and	start	with	chant.	Once	you	can	chant	well	then	

you	can	sing	Renaissance.	

Harry	Christophers	said	that	his	approach	to	performance	had	definitely	changed,	but	more	so	

in	the	level	of	professionalism	and	the	development	of	a	trademark	style:	

Yes,	I	have.	The	voices	in	the	group	have	changed.	When	I	started	it	was	very	

much	this	sort	of	cavalier	approach	to	Tudor	music.	It	was	done	because	we	

simply	enjoyed	doing	it	and	it	was	great	to	do.	The	whole	thing	about	singing	is	

it’s	a	great	social	thing.	We	got	together	because	we	enjoyed	singing	the	stuff.	
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My	first	recording	of	music	for	The	Eton	Choirbook	we	did	in	six	hours.	Never	in	

a	month	of	Sundays	would	I	do	that	today!	We	edited	the	music	in	the	car	on	

the	way	up	‘cause	we	left	one	piece	at	home.	These	days,	because	I	do	a	lot	of	

Palestrina	and	Victoria,	you	have	the	same	trademark	as	to	those	types	of	

things.	But	I	do	try	to	be	conscious	of	trying	to	vary	it	to	make	sure	that	one	

Palestrina	doesn’t	sound	exactly	like	the	next.	I’m	very	conscious	about	certain	

trademarks	that	are	always	there.	But	my	own	interpretation,	yes,	it	has	

changed	a	lot.	My	whole	attitude	to	program	planning	has	also	changed.	

That’s	also	grown	out	of	doing	a	lot	more	Baroque	music	and	further	on,	and	

then	coming	back.	Seeing	the	way	music	progressed	a	little	bit	more	from	that.	

Plainsong	through	to	the	very	growths	of	the	Renaissance	through	to	the	

imitations	of	acting	in	Baroque	times,	harking	back	to	these	basics.	Likewise,	

going	on	to	Brahms,	Bruckner,	again	harking	back	to	Renaissance,	all	these	

links.	That’s	been	fascinating,	so	that’s	also	tweaked	a	few	things.		

Stephen	Layton	spoke	of	how,	as	someone	initially	more	familiar	with	romantic	music,	he	had	

become	more	confident	in	interpreting	early	choral	music	over	time:	

Yes,	I’ve	become	better	at	it,	I	suppose	through	experience.	 It’s	very	hard	to	

answer	that	but	I’m	conscious	of	becoming	better	at	it,	in	that	I’m	no	longer	

slightly	fazed	when	asked	to	conduct	a	piece	of	that	sort	of	music,	whereas	 I	

would	be	when	I	was	much	younger,	because	I	always	found	it	much	harder	

to	work	out	how	you	interpret	 it	compared	to	the	romantic	music,	which	

seems	so	obvious.	So	I	suppose	when	I	teach	my	conducting	students	how	to	

work	on	this	music,	I’m	very	much	getting	them	to	really	work	out	how	each	

line	goes	for	them,	not	just	the	notes,	but	the	text,	how	they	shape	the	text,	

how	they	might	do	different	vowels	and	colours	and	diphthongs	with	the	

text,	even	in	early	pieces	of	music;	how	some	notes	might	be	lifted	-	the	

whole	articulation	process.	I	take	my	interpretations	 from	this	music	by	

actually	making	sure	that	I’m	absolutely	au	fait	with	every	single	line	and	

how	I	think	they	would	sound	in	my	ideal	sound	world.	It’s	a	method	that	

has	developed	more	and	more	over	time,	so	that	now,	I	don’t	need	to	

necessarily	 spend	so	much	time	looking	at	each	line; 	 I’ve	gained	some	type	

of	general	 information	that’s	become	part	of	my	psyche;	that	knows	that	

once	I’ve	analysed	a	few	pieces	of	Byrd,	they’re	not	all	the	same.	But	there	

are	trademarks	or	hallmarks	which	I	hear	and	can	pick	out	instantly	 to	know	

it’ll	be	this	in	my	own	musical	 imagination.	So	do	you	think	it’s	more	a	
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change	in	your	own	facility	or	that	with	the	change	in	the	performing	style	

that	you	feel	more	able	to	do	it?	It’s	both.	I	mean,	listening	to	changes	of	

performing	style	and	listening	to	recordings	means	that	I’ve	been	influenced	

by	those,	absolutely.	This	is	not	about	me,	this	is	about	what	I’ve	heard	and	

what’s	going	on	in	the	world.	But	I	suppose	I’ve	got	more	competent	myself	

at	interpreting	what	I	feel	might	happen	because	I’ve	got	more	confident	

with	looking	at	the	score	rather	than	knowing	 just 	how	to	read	it;	what	I	

think	it	could	mean,	and	the	confidence	of	knowing	how	to	persuade	others	

to	join	with	me	in	making	the	music.	I	might	suggest	things	in	perhaps	an	

elliptical	way	sometimes	 in	rehearsal	to	actually	get	everybody	 to	do	the	

thing	together.	

Robert	Hollingworth	felt	that,	over	time,	he	had	become	less	prescriptive	about	fast	tempo	as	

a	performance	characteristic,	and	more	willing	to	focus	on	injecting	drama	and	meaning	into	

individual	voices:	

Yes,	and	I	find	that	interesting,	how	one	changes.	I	think,	like	a	lot	of	people,	I	

did	things	faster	when	I	was	young	because	I	was	so	driven	by	the	line,	and	

experience	makes	you	realise	that	audiences	need	more	time	to	hear	things.	If	

you’re	not	actually	in	the	middle	of	an	ensemble,	taking	part	in	it,	and	if	you	

don’t	actually	know	the	piece,	you	need	more	space	to	register	things.	It’s	the	

same	line,	it	just	needs	to	be	stretched	more.	And	very	specifically,	I’ve	noticed	

a	difference	in	the	way	we	perform	Italian	madrigal	repertoire,	or	a	sort	of	late	

Renaissance	from	whichever	country.	Before	we	used	to	be	so	full	of	passion.	

We	did	this	particular	project	called	The	Full	Monteverdi,	which	was	very	

passionate	and	very	powerful,	and	I	think	a	quite	successful	project	although	

very	flawed	in	a	number	of	ways.	But	I	think	what’s	happened	with	our	

performance	now	is	it’s	more	poetic,	and	the	passion	is	there,	but	it’s	

expressed	much	more	less	through	our	own.	I	think,	before	we	just	felt	we	had	

to	feel	it,	and	that	would	come	out	in	the	text,	and	I’m	much,	much	more	

demanding	on	the	singers	now	in	actually	hearing	it	in	the	sound	and	the	

passion.	Colouring	the	voice.	Yes,	to	the	extent	that	it’s	not	just	enough	to	say,	

“You	have	to	feel	that	more	passionately.”	It	has	to	be	really	clear	as	a	group,	

the	effects	that	we’re	making,	especially	as	Monteverdi	gets	quite	homophonic	

at	times.	To	the	same	extent	that	you	would	if	you	were	giving	a	recital	of	

mélodie	or	lieder.	You	would	colour	your	voice.	And	I	get	less	and	less	satisfied	

with	just	being	a	singer	and	doing	it	well.	The	hyper-expressive	end,	when	you	
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listen	to	the	Byrd	there,	what	I	love	about	both	those	recordings,	is	that	the	

conductor	was	clearly,	really	wanting	emotion,	intensity	in	the	words.	In	a	solo	

recital	you	would	expect	that	kind	of	intensity	from	the	singer,	otherwise	why	

would	you	bother	to	turn	up?	You	want	to	be	moved.	You	have	to	believe	that	

they	believe	it	at	that	moment.	I	think	we	do	allow	the	music	to	do	the	job	for	

us	a	lot	of	the	time,	whereas	it’s	the	emotion	that’s	led	to	the	music	that	

should	be	coming	out	through	the	music.	You	know,	we’re	very	interested	in	

saying,	“Where’s	the	nice	suspension?	Where’s	that	little	bit	of	purple	

harmony?”	What	about	the	tone	quality	that	we	bring	to	a	piece	like	that?	

[referring	to	a	specific	I	Fagiolini	performance]	It	was	really	intimate,	almost	

pillow	talk,	which	is	quite	difficult	to	do	in	a	large	building,	but	that’s	the	

approach	I	want.	One-to-a-part	has	to	be	intensely	personal,	and	it’s	not	

enough	to	hope	that	the	chord	or	the	melody	itself	will	do	it	all	for	you.	

John	Potter	suggested	that	the	historical	documentation	of	performance	practice	could	be	

used	as	a	source	of	inspiration	for	modern	performances,	as	opposed	to	a	constraining	set	of	

rules:	

Well,	I	tend	to	think	of	the	past	as	a	resource.	I	haven't	ever	tried	to	do	

anything	that	I	would	consider	to	be	authentic,	as	they	used	to	say.	Partly	

because	I	don't	think	it's	really	possible,	but	the	other	sort	of	argument	I	have	

with	the	early	music	movement	is,	I	think	it’s	slightly	fraudulent	to	try	and	

pretend	that	what	you're	doing	is	a	reproduction	of	fifteenth,	sixteenth	century	

or	whatever.	So	although	I	have	read	the	sources,	I	do	have	very	strong	ideas	

about	how	I	think	it	would	have	been	done.	I	don't	really	have	an	interest	in	

actually	trying	to	do	that,	but	it	does	influence	the	way	that	I	perform	things,	

partly	because	the	creative	relationship	between	composer	and	performer	is	

very,	very	different.	The	composer	was	there	to	serve	the	performer,	not	the	

other	way	around,	and	the	performers	did	what	they	like	with	the	music,	and	in	

fact	all	this	music	that	we	think	of	as	being	a	cappella	choral	music	probably	

had	a	much	longer	life	cannibalised	by	lute	players	and	so	on.	Particularly	on	

the	European	mainland	where	for	a	composer	like	Josquin,	more	of	his	music	

survives	in	tabulated	manuscripts	than	it	does	in	vocal	manuscripts,	but	

because	musicologists	can't	read	tab,	they	get	a	completely	skewed	view	of	

history.	I	have	been	brought	up	with	choral	music	all	my	life,	so	it’s	there,	part	

of	the	background,	but	when	I	switch	my	brain	on,	I	try	and	think,	well	there	

must	be	other	ways	of	doing	this	music.	
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The	next	couple	of	questions	asked	interviewees	to	reflect	on	whether	the	expectations	of	

audiences	and	reviewers	had	changed	over	the	century	(question	9.4)	as	well	as	over	their	

own	performing	careers	(question	9.5).	Christopher	Page,	Harry	Christophers,	Stephen	Layton,	

Edward	Wickham	and	David	Skinner	all	noted	the	way	recordings	had	made	a	huge	change	to	

the	expectation	of	listeners.	Christopher	Page	suggested:	

The	age	of	recording	changed	them	dramatically,	and	the	more	sophisticated	

editing	techniques	became	the	more	performances	lost	that	sort	of	rhetoric,	an	

arc	of	performance,	of	the	thing	as	an	event,	and	became	more	a	series	of	bar	

by	bar	things	that	had	to	avoid	any	accident.	I	think	yes,	it’s	changed	

spectacularly,	and	I	think	recordings	are	principally	what	have	done	it.	

Harry	Christophers	spoke	about	how	the	commercialisation	of	recordings	of	early	choral	music	

had	given	the	opportunity	to	delve	into	otherwise	unknown	composers:	

Oh,	yes.	It’s	had	a	massive	change	but	the	big	change	is	the	rise	of	the	

recording	industry.	Basically,	you	had	Harry	Mudd	who	used	to	record	all	the	

college	choirs	and	then	all	the	cathedral	choirs.	They	were	fine	recordings,	but	

recorded	sound	has	got	so	much	better.	With	the	advent	of	the	commercial	

record	company,	Hyperion	Records	just	began	to	really	delve	into	all	these	

unknown	composers,	and	that’s	amazing.	Six	volumes	of	Taverner,	four	of	

Sheppard,	one	of	Mundy,	all	sorts	of	things.	Then	the	advent	of	the	CD	had	an	

incredible	impact	on	unearthing	all	these	phenomenal	Renaissance	works.	

Who’d	ever	heard	of	composers	like	Guerrero,	Esquivel?	They	were	in	

textbooks,	but	they	weren’t	household	names	in	England.	There’s	been	a	great	

web	of	people,	David	Wulstan’s	work	on	Sheppard,	David	Skinner	on	people	

like	Ludford.	It’s	been	a	mammoth	amount	of	work,	and	great	for	us	because	

it’s	allowed	for	so	many	different	sized	groups	to	get	into	this	music.	We	(The	

Sixteen)	recorded	over	a	hundred	CDs,	I	think,	something	mammoth.	But	the	

way	you	get	this	music	to	a	wider	public	is	by	performing	it,	and	that’s	one	

thing	The	Sixteen	has	done.	There	would	be	about	50,000	people	who	listened	

to	our	Josquin	Masses	in	the	past	year.	That’s	just	brilliant.	That’s	about	20,000	

listening	to	the	program	this	year.	That’s	amazing,	and	I	bet	your	bottom	dollar	

75%	of	those	people	didn’t	know	anything	about	this	music	or	knew	very	little,	

and	certainly	had	never	heard	of	any	of	the	composers.	So	that’s	for	me	what’s	

so	exciting,	that’s	what	it’s	all	about.		
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Stephen	Layton	described	how	recordings	provide	inspiration	and	impetus	for	ensembles	to	

strive	for	higher	levels	of	perfection	in	their	live	performances:	

I	think	in	the	last	25	years,	it’s	changed	enormously.	 I	think	recordings	have	

given	us	a	totally	different	spin	on	all	of	this:	recent	digital	recordings;	 the	

availability	of	recordings	 to	everybody	has	influenced	 the	performances	

enormously.	We	all	respond	to	what	we	hear.	I	think	it’s	actually	made	

things	of	a	higher	standard.	That’s	a	subjective	comment.	But	to	my	ears,	it	

has	given	it	a	higher	standard	because	I	think	that	now	with	digital	

recording,	 the	ability	to	edit	and	put	things	together	 in	a	way	that	could	

never	have	been	done	100	years	ago,	means	that	you	could	have	

‘supersonic’	performances	 in	terms	of	their	perfection.	You	could	also	say	

they’ve	lost	the	spontaneity.	But	I	think,	actually,	that	those	recordings	 are	a	

good	starting	point	for	all	of	us	which	then	go	to	the	concert	hall	or	the	

church	or	the	live	performance	arena,	after	having	heard	something	on	a	

recording.	And	actually,	that	inspires	us	to	achieve	those	standards.	 It’s	

maybe	that	those	standards	were	never	achieved	 in	a	one---off	performance	

in	five	minutes	of	the	piece,	and	they	edit	it	together	 in	several	segments;	

but	nevertheless,	 I	think	they	actually	make	us	think	that	it’s	possible	to	

actually	go	out	there	and	perform	the	music	with	that	feeling	of	wholeness.	

So	these	recordings	aren’t	acting	as	a	restraint	but	they’re	acting	as	sort	of	

a	carrot	to	what	you	want	to	achieve?	I	think	so,	yes.	And	those	that	are	

not	good	recordings	obviously	don’t	have	the	carrot.	But,	there	are	enough	

carrots	out	there,	too.	

David	Skinner	commented:	

It’s	difficult	to	say	how	expectations	might	have	changed	between	the	1920s,	

‘30s,	‘40s	and	then	‘50s.	Then	we	get	to	a	point	where	King’s	College	Choir	are	

famous	and	are	leading	this	movement	of	very	clean,	hooty	singing.	Maybe	

that	was	the	standard	and	we	have	that	through	the	‘50s	and	‘60s.	Then	The	

Alfred	Deller	Consort,	it’s	a	good	example	with	The	English	Singers.	They’re	

very	wobbly,	but	the	recording	techniques	changed,	they’re	much	closer	so	

you’re	hearing	more.	In	our	time	I	think	expectations	have	changed	because	of	

the	dangers	of	digital	editing.	The	philosophy	of	Nimbus	Records	back	in	the	

‘80s	was	that	they	never	edited,	basically	you’re	getting	a	live	performance.	

The	early	Christ	Church	recordings	that	I	was	on,	I	hear	them	these	days	and	

that’s	how	the	choir	sounded,	there	was	just	a	few	imperfections	but	it	was	a	
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rather	good	ensemble.	Now	we	edit	the	hell	out	of	everything,	we	want	to	

make	it	perfect,	and	some	ensembles	do	quite	regularly	three	edits	per	bar.	

What	we	(Alamire)	try	to	do	is	if	you	get	the	right	singers	lined	up	then	you	

save	on	the	editing	bill.	I	can	guarantee	you	in	the	20	minutes	of	Sheppard’s	

Media	Vita	there	maybe	no	more	than	20	or	30	edits,	whereas	I	can	guarantee	

you	elsewhere	you’d	find	there’d	be	hundreds	and	hundreds.	

Edward	Wickham	also	mentioned	the	impact	of	recordings,	though	he	noted	that	they	may	

have	led	to	listeners	engaging	with	the	music	only	on	a	surface	level:	

I’m	sure	it	has.	And	particularly	at	the	beginning	of	the	CD	age	where	the	very,	

very	clear-cut	lines	and	recording	technique,	which	The	Tallis	Scholars	

intersected	with	at	absolutely	the	right	time,	has	changed	our	expectations	of	

what	this	music	sounds	like.	I’m	afraid	also	that	the	high	voice	thing	is	still	

being	pursued	in	a	slightly	bowdlerised	fashion	by	The	Sixteen	or	Tallis	

Scholars.	That	sort	of	style	is	still	very	prevalent	and	is	being	continued,	not	to	

my	taste	at	all,	by	other	younger	generations	of	performers.	To	my	mind,	the	

much	more	dynamic	kind	of	sound	produced	by	something	like	The	Taverner	

Consort	when	they	recorded	that	double	disc	of	Tallis	where	they	did	this	(one	

of	my	favourite	recordings	of	Tudor	polyphony),	it	just	has	a	kind	of	agility	and	

texture	to	the	voices.	I	know	that	Andrew	Parrott	was	very	keen	on	straight	

upper	voices	as	well,	as	opposed	to	this	sort	of	sheen	that	we	get	from	some.	

There’s	something	very	miraculous	about	the	sound	of	a	Tallis	Scholars	kind	of	

Cornyshe	chord	come	in	and	it’s	just	extraordinary,	but	it’s	not	something	that	I	

can	listen	to	for	a	very	long	period	of	time	because	it	seems	to	me	to	be	

approaching	the	music	on	a	surface	level	as	opposed	to	the	textual	level	of	a	

three-dimensional	chain.	

Robert	Hollingworth	also	touched	on	the	idea	that	recordings	have	bred	an	expectation	within	

listeners	for	bland	interpretation:	

Yes,	they	seem	to	be	led	by	the	recordings	into	being	less	interested	in	

expression,	and	more	in	just	checking	that	it	fits	their	nice	sound	world.	It’s	

music	that	you	buy	into.	It’s	a	nice	noise.	It’s	the	sound	world	itself	that	will	do,	

which	is	why	when	I	hear	The	Tallis	Scholar’s	recordings,	which	I	admire	greatly	

in	many	ways,	that	I	find	them	wanting	in	that	they	all	sound	the	same.	There’s	

no	difference	between	their	Spanish	polyphony	and	their	Flemish	polyphony	

and	their	English	polyphony.	It’s	all	like	a	series	of	very	nice	black-and-white	
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photographs.	That’s	a	sort	of	hyper-criticism	because	of	course,	they’re	a	

phenomenal	group	in	many	ways,	but	I	don’t	think	they	stretch	themselves	

emotionally.	

John	Potter	also	emphasised	this	point,	bemoaning	the	fact	that	early	choral	music	is	not	seen	

as	equally	engaging	as	jazz	or	other	modern	vocal	genres:	

I	think	we've	all	been	seduced	into	turning	our	brains	off	and	wallowing	in	a	

lovely	sound,	particularly	when	it’s	got	reverb	on	it.	Very	few	people	I	think	

listen	critically.	Once	it	gets	to	the	kind	of	Classic	FM	background	music	thing,	

it	becomes	a	very	different	kind	of	aesthetic	experience.	So	over	the	century	

then,	what	are	the	signposts	for	you	as	to	when	people	are	listening	critically	

and	when	they	haven’t	been?	Well	I	think	you	can	tell	from	these	reviewers	

here.	The	listeners	are	having	a	new	experience.	It’s	very	hard	to	have	a	new	

experience	now	and	you	get	things	like	Robert’s	[Hollingworth]	Monteverdi	

thing,	you	find	new	ways	of	presenting	the	music.	It’s	the	same	in	opera.	We	

have	all	heard	Handel	operas	millions	of	times	and	you	do	it	in	the	nude,	you	

do	it	standing	on	your	head	and	that's	the	difference.	The	week	before	last	I	

was	in	Finland	and	I	chair	a	jury	on	an	ensemble	singing	competition	and	I’ve	

been	doing	it	for	20	years.	And	when	it	started,	we	had	separate	categories	for	

classical	singers,	amplified	singers,	non-amplified	singers,	and	so	on,	and	some	

very	fine	cliquey	German	groups	often	won.	But	over	the	years,	they’ve	become	

completely	eclipsed	by	the	amplified	groups	with	lots	of	technology	and	very,	

very	skilled	jazz-influenced	singers	and	so	on.	You	can	see	all	the	creativity	

going	in	year	after	year.	The	classical	stuff	stays	the	same	and	it’s	withering	

really	because	it	doesn't	have	a	connection	with	most	people’s	real	life,	and	

certainly	in	Finland.	Why	would	you	sing	a	Byrd	motet	and	sit	there	in	silence	

worshipping	it,	when	you	can	hear	something	really	dynamic	that	will	give	you	

the	same	sort	of	emotional	buzz,	and	a	lot	of	other	things	as	well?	That’s	the	

problem	that	early	music	has.	There’s	nowhere	for	it	to	go.	You	can	broaden	

your	market	and	the	record	companies	are	trying	to	do	this	all	the	time.	You	

can	dumb	it	down	if	you	like,	make	it	more	accessible	so	you	can	make	more	

money	out	of	it,	but	as	a	creative	enterprise	I	think	it	has	its	limits.	Okay.	I	just	

want	to	check	I’ve	got	the	right	impression	from	what	you’re	saying,	that	as	

the	audience	becomes	more	aware,	has	heard	this	type	repertoire,	is	more	

familiar	with	the	repertoire,	it	actually	breeds	a	complacency	towards	it?	Yes,	

I	think	it	probably	does.	And	it's	a	generation	thing	as	well.	We	have	a	very	fine	
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music	centre	here	and	one	of	the	things	that	struck	me	when	I	moved	to	York	

was	the	age	of	the	audience.	You	often	get	a	lot	of	young	performers	because	

the	system	generates	performers	by	the	dozen	or	the	million.	You	get	a	very	old	

audience	and	my	first	thought	was,	“God,	by	the	time	these	young	performers	

get	to	middle	age,	all	the	audience	is	going	to	be	dead.”	But	it	doesn’t	happen	

like	that.	What	happens	is	when	you	get	to	65	or	something,	you	start	going	to	

early	music	concerts.	And	that,	again,	is	a	big	difference	from	that	time.	These	

were	experimental	things	and	people	welcomed	a	change,	but	now	you’ve	got	

a	kind	of	bland	early	music	that	becomes	just	the	thing	for	pensioners	to	go	

and	enjoy	and	wallow	in.	There’s	nothing	wrong	with	all	that.	I’m	very	happy	

for	them	all,	it’s	just	not	something	that	really	appeals	to	me.	

Peter	Phillips	interpreted	the	parallels	between	the	1920s	reviews	and	those	one	might	read	

today	as	indicating	that	the	overall	goals	of	performance	have	remained	constant	over	a	

century,	even	as	the	means	of	achieving	them	have	altered	considerably:		

Well,	from	what	we’ve	been	discussing	in	this	interview,	it	sounds	that	they	

pretty	much	say	the	same	thing	that	they	always	said.	They	don’t	seem	to	use	

any	new	words	or	concepts	or	have	value	judgements	which	are	different.	I	

would	have	thought	in	the	early	‘20s	the	reviewers	would	say	“This	is	really	

boring.	They	should	be	singing	this	like	we	sing	opera.”	or	“This	is	clearly	very	

vibrant	music,	but	the	voices	are	all	sort	of	trimmed	down.	We	want	a	bit	of	

impact	here.”	But	they	are	not	saying	that.	They	are	trying	to	join	in	with	being	

modern	and	interested.	That’s	what	they	always	do,	these	critics.	The	worst	

ones	are	academics.	They’ve	always	got	some	reason	why	they	should	have	

been	conducting	it.	They	don’t	say	that,	but	that’s	what	it	comes	down	to.	The	

diction	is	wrong,	perhaps	the	pronunciation	of	that	is	anachronistic	or	the	pitch	

is	wrong,	the	ficta	policy	is	wrong	according	to	them.	They	are	very	

opinionated.	Your	critics	are	more	generalist	critics.	The	Musical	Times	

wouldn’t	have	employed	an	academic.	They	employed	writers.	If	you	had	asked	

an	academic	at	a	university	to	review	those	recordings	you’d	have	got	a	very	

different	result.	

However,	in	answer	to	question	9.5,	Peter	Phillips	noted	that	the	general	knowledge	base	of	

his	audience	had	increased,	such	that	he	had	to	respond	to	this	in	order	to	present	new	and	

interesting	material:	
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When	we	started	in	1973	we	would,	most	unusually,	dare	to	put	on	a	whole	

concert	of	polyphony.	Now	they’d	come	along	and	be	interested	to	hear	all	

types	of	Renaissance	music,	and	that	is	quite	right.	They	didn’t	but	now	they	

do,	so	there’s	been	a	change.	I	think	the	public	have	become	interested	and	

much	more	knowledgeable.	That	puts	a	burden	on	me	to	keep	what	we’re	

doing	on	stage	one	step	ahead	of	their	knowledge,	because	the	groups	who	

have	failed	are	the	ones	that	stick	to	how	they	did	it	20	years	ago	and	the	

public	knows	they’re	past	them.	We’re	still	where	we	are,	but	I’ve	managed	to	

do	that,	stay	one	step	ahead	of	their	expectation	and	knowledge,	basic	

knowledge,	and	that	has	shot	up	in	the	last	20	years.	

Harry	Christophers	and	Robert	Hollingworth	both	mentioned	the	work	they	had	been	doing	to	

further	expand	and	educate	audiences.	Edward	Wickham	and	Peter	Phillips	also	participate	by	

holding	workshops/summer	schools	to	further	educate	people	in	the	performing	style	of	early	

choral	music.	Harry	Christophers	described	his	work	on	a	BBC	television	series	to	explain	the	

music	to	listeners:		

Our	television	series	with	the	BBC	did	it	faster,	to	people	who	didn’t	know	a	

thing	about	this	type	of	music.	By	just	listening	to	us,	taking	a	piece	apart	a	bit,	

putting	it	together	in	a	very	simple	way,	not	excessively	high-brow	though	not	

dumbing	down.	One	thing	that’s	very	important	is	the	fact	that	we	know	this	

music	is	good,	so	we	perform	it	well.	The	listeners	will	come	‘cause	they	know	

it’s	something	good	to	hear.	

Robert	Hollingworth	spoke	about	how	work	in	cross-genre	projects	brought	early	choral	music	

to	new	audiences:	

Audiences	are	still	primarily	of	a	certain	age,	and	I	think	that’s	been	the	case	

for	a	very	long	time,	and	I	think	it	always	will	because	you	only	have	money	

and	time	to	go	out	once	you’re	own	kids	are	out,	you	know,	people	have	longer	

retirements	now.	What	I	rejoice	in,	in	the	performance,	the	one	we’re	doing	at	

the	moment	[referring	to	the	show	How	Like	An	Angel,	performed	by	I	Fagiolini	

in	collaboration	with	the	contemporary	circus	group	Circa],	is	that,	of	the	2,000	

people	that	will	come	and	hear	the	show	at	Salisbury	this	week,	probably	only	

about	350	of	those	would	have	turned	up	to	hear	the	music,	and	probably,	only	

500	to	700	would	have	come	to	see	circus	of	itself.	What	they’ve	come	to	see	is	

the	mix,	so	we	are	singing	this	music	to	people	who	will	never	have	heard	it	

before,	and	you	find	you’ve	got	a	big	cheer	last	night,	especially	at	the	second	
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show,	and	you	would	have	thought	that	we	were	just	being	seen	as	the	kind	of	

soundtrack,	and	that	clearly	wasn’t	the	case.	I	think	it	was	because	of	the	

intensity	of	what	we	did	and	the	way	we	stylistically	fitted	into	a	number	of	

different	shoes.	So	we	were	singing	a	Renaissance	piece	in	very	much	a	Tallis	

Scholars	style,	and	then	we	were	singing	that	tricky	contemporary	piece,	the	

South	African	piece,	and	I	think	to	fit	all	those	shoes,	is	to	take	people	on	quite	

a	big,	expressive	journey	through	the	evening.	So	I	think	to	be	able	to	expose	

people	who	wouldn’t	normally	come	to	hear	this	music	is	exciting.	

When	asked	“What	role	do	you	feel	choirs	from	the	first	part	of	the	twentieth	century	have	

played	in	the	development	of	the	performing	style	for	Tudor	choral	music?”	(question	9.6)	the	

interviewee	responses	were	somewhat	mixed.	Several	of	the	interviewees	felt	that	they	must	

have	played	some	role,	with	Christopher	Page	referring	to	them	as	“…foundational…”	and	

David	Skinner	noting	that	“…they	pioneered	everything…”.	Edward	Wickham	felt	that	the	role	

they	played	was	a	sociological	one,	particularly	for	the	cathedral	choirs,	in	providing	the	

human	resources	which	would	go	on	to	become	influential.	Stephen	Layton	felt	he	could	hear	

clear	connections	between	the	recordings	and	the	positions	of	some	ensembles	today:	

Well,	of	the	two	examples	you	played,	you	could	actually	point	to	them	and	

say	one	was	an	early	Tallis	Scholars	and	the	other	was	a	sort	of	Cardinall’s	

Musick.	So	it’s	a	very	clear	lineage	you	can	perceive?	Well,	on	the	basis	of	

just	taking	those	two	examples,	 I	could.	I	don’t	have	the	history	at	my	

fingertips	 to	be	able	to	really	speak	with	authority	on	that.	But	I	could	see	

that	what	you	have	played	me	are	antecedents	of	things	happening	today	

and	I	think	they	will	always	be.	You	can	hear	a	choir	that	would	sing	very	

calmly	and	coolly	and	the	music,	if	you	like,	is	left	to	speak	for	itself	by	just	

being	slightly	understated.	And	you	can	hear	other	choirs	where	they’re	

molto	espressivo	with	the	same	piece.	We’re	simplifying	things	a	bit	now,	

but	I	think	that’s	kind	of	what	we	were	hearing	there	and	those	two	

aesthetics	continue	today	and	the	hundreds	of	mutations	 in	between.	But	

you	gave	two	very	dislocated	examples.	

John	Potter	also	felt	he	could	hear	the	roots	of	the	style	with	which	would	become	

predominant	in	the	late	twentieth	century:	

No,	you	can	definitely	hear	embryonic	late	twentieth	century	in	the	early	stuff,	

but	I	think	probably	only	if	you	know	what	it	was	likely	to	be	like	earlier	than	

that.	If	I	didn’t	know	any	of	the	oral	history,	I	imagine	a	lot	of	modern	singers	
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would	think,	“Well,	that’s	sort	of	decadent	and	unformed	and	out	of	control	

and	generally	a	bit	chaotic.”	But	if	you	know	that	20	years	before	that	it	would	

have	been	even	worse,	then	you	see	it	as	something	completely	different.	

James	O’Donnell	said	they	simply	must	have	had	a	role,	in	that	they	would	have	influenced	

what	came	next:	

I	think,	yes,	inevitably,	because	people	grew	up	listening	to	them,	going	to	their	

performances	and	talking	about	them,	and	then	singing	the	music	themselves	

or	getting	other	people	involved	in	it.	It’s	part	of	the	process.	It’s	the	ball	rolling	

down	the	hill	gathering	moss.	Some	of	the	things	that	happen	in	terms	of	

musical	performance	are,	of	course,	negative.	People	react	against	it.	There’ll	

be	some	groups	which	are	possibly	even	founded	to	counteract	the	musical	

aesthetics	of	other	groups,	because	the	conductor	doesn’t	like	them	or	the	

singers	don’t	like	them.	They	want	to	do	it	in	a	different	way.	They’re	saying	

“We’ve	had	enough	of	period	stuff	like	this.	Why	can’t	we	do	it	like	this?”	There	

are	some	groups	like	that	and	they’re	very	interesting	too.	One	tends	to	think	

that	groups	that	are	just	banging	their	drum	might	be	much	less	interesting	in	

the	long	term	than	they	might	be	in	the	short	term.	But	all	of	these	things	have	

an	actual	affect.	You	can	never	wrap	things	in	a	protective	cover	and	just	leave	

them	as	they	are.	Everything	affects	everything	else.	As	I	said,	it’s	impossible	

for	me	to	listen	to	a	group	singing	and	recording	in	1924	in	the	way	somebody	

in	1924	would	have	heard	it,	because	I’m	familiar	with	the	music	since	then	

and	what’s	happened	since	then,	so	would	I	listen	to	it	with	different	ears	and	

different	sensibility.	So	everything	affects	everything	else,	one	way	or	another,	

whether	directly	or	positively	or	less	positively.	

Peter	Phillips	made	a	similar	point	to	James	O’Donnell:	

They	would	have	done	at	the	time	because	recordings	were	being	made.	Other	

groups	become	a	little	bit	jealous,	they	might	hear	something	that	they	

thought	they	could	do	better,	and	make	another	recording	and	another	

performance,	and	so	very	slowly	it	built	up.	What	I’ve	heard	on	those	

recordings,	the	tuning	isn’t	too	bad	actually,	the	tunings	could	be	much	worse	

on	those	particular	recordings.	The	balance	is	rubbish	and	I	think	it’s	moved	on	

a	lot.	The	expected	basic	standard	has	gone	higher	and	higher.	It’s	like	people	

couldn’t	run	the	four-minute	mile	for	decades	until	somebody	did	and	then	

they	were	able.	
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However,	a	number	of	interviewees	did	not	see	these	1920s	choirs	as	playing	a	role	leading	to	

current	practice.	Harry	Christophers,	John	Potter,	Peter	Phillips	and	Edward	Wickham	each	

pointed	to	developments	post	the	Second	World	War,	particularly	the	work	of	Henry	

Washington,	as	being	more	important.	John	Potter	summarised	the	position,	saying:	

Well	I	think	people’s	memories	are	short	and	I	think	the	Second	World	War	was	

a	big	sort	of	caesura.	You	had	lots	of	women	left	behind	and	not	many	men.	So	

the	music	colleges	after	the	war	then	suddenly	got	this	influx.	So	the	whole	

thing	got	disrupted	and	I	think	it	really	reinvents	itself	probably	in	the	‘50s	and	

‘60s.	It	probably	did	carry	on	more	or	less	from	where	it	left	off	but	it	would	be	

hard	to	trace	an	actual	line.	

Peter	Phillips	suggested:	

You	really	have	to	write	another	book.	You	need	to	examine	the	performances	

that	were	going	on	after	the	Second	World	War,	which	is	the	50’s	and	60’s,	

which	is	the	world	I	grew	up	in.	You	might	well	say	that	those	performances	

came	out	of	what	you’ve	been	playing,	but	there’s	a	huge	missing	link	there.	

You	need	to	look	at	professional	choirs	like	Cantores	in	Ecclesia	under	Michael	

Howard,	Schola	Polyphonica	with	Henry	Washington,	The	Choir	of	the	

Carmelite	Priory	under	John	McCarthy,	The	Renaissance	Singers.	Yes,	I	imagine	

the	early	recordings	we’ve	listened	to	helped	what	repertoire	was	chosen,	but	

anyone	who’s	got	two	ears	on	them	would	want	to	improve	on	them.	

At	the	end	of	the	interview	Peter	Phillips	returned	to	this	topic,	adding:	

One	thing	I	meant	to	say	was	that	those	‘50s	groups,	especially	Cantores	in	

Ecclesia,	that	are	much	more	extremely	different	than	what	we’ve	been	

playing.	The	Bairstow	one	was	an	exception,	but	The	English	Singers	sound	

more	like	some	modern	groups	than	Cantores	in	Ecclesia	ever	sounded.	The	

stark	contrast	is	that	the	Byrd,	Tallis,	the	three	discs	Cantores	in	Ecclesia	did	

about	1968,	and	then	Clerkes	of	Oxenford	were	also	going	by	1968:	that	is	the	

most	extreme	contrast	you’ll	find,	because	Cantores	in	Ecclesia	are	singing	as	

opera	singers,	full	voices,	full	wobbles	with	a	passionate	interpretation	in	mind,	

and	an	absolute	nightmare.	Out	of	that	nightmare	came	the	cool,	clean	Clerkes	

of	Oxenford	and	eventually	The	Tallis	Scholars.	

Robert	Hollingworth	noted	that,	while	the	choirs	of	the	1920s	were	making	a	start	in	Tudor	

repertoire,	he	felt	that	development	could	have	occurred	more	rapidly,	led	by	specific	figures:	
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No,	I’m	sure	it	started	there.	But	I	don’t	get	the	feeling	that	it	was	a	gradual	

movement,	that	people,	over	a	couple	of	years,	you	know,	the	next	year,	they	

might	have	performed	This	Day	a	little	faster.	I	think	a	new	conductor	will	have	

come	in	at	some	point	and	done	things	differently.	Certainly,	that	was	the	case	

at	Hereford,	when	Roy	Massey	left.	The	new	guy	came	in,	and	he	will	have	just	

done	things	differently	because	he	comes	from	a	different	background.	

Question	9.7	asked	if	the	interviewees	felt	that	their	overall	assessment	of	the	recordings	was	

along	the	line	of	the	following	quotation:	

...it	is	tempting	to	go	on	to	say	that	the	ensemble	singing	in	these	recordings,	

whether	from	the	1930s	or	the	1950s,	is	so	execrable	in	imprecision	of	pitch	

and	timing	that	it	is	hardly	surprising	that	unaccompanied	performance	was	

not	taken	seriously	as	a	general	medieval	practice…194	

Only	Harry	Christophers	felt	that	this	quote	could	be	applied	to	the	recordings	played	in	the	

present	study,	with	the	overwhelming	majority	of	the	interviewees	disagreeing	with	the	

harshness	of	the	comment.	Edward	Wickham	stated:	

I	think	they’re	very	serviceable	recordings.	I	mean	there	are	some	execrable	

recordings	of	Renaissance	polyphony.	And	again,	The	Renaissance	Singers,	

there	are	some	really	quite	eccentric	performances.	There’s	an	awful	recording	

of	the	Tallis	Lamentations	which	they	made	in	the	early	‘50s.	But	I	mean,	your	

first	assumption	is	that	all	choirs	sounded	like	that	in	those	days	and	they’re	all	

terrible,	terrible.	This	is	what	I	want	to	know.	Are	these	terrible?	Yeah,	they’re	

not	terrible	at	all,	but	it’s	the	eccentricity.	The	thing	which	distinguishes	and	

makes	so	bad	The	Renaissance	Singers	thing	is	the	actual	rhetorical	sort	of	

performance	decisions	in	a	phrase,	sort	of	certain	elements	of	phrasing	which	

are	so	peculiar.	These	are	entirely	serviceable	and	well	within	the	English	

choral	aesthetic.	I	mean,	it	still	sounds	very	English.	Maybe	not	the	

Westminster	Cathedral	one	quite	so	much,	but	you	know	compare	it	with	the	

Sistine	Chapel	or	something	and	you	hear	the	difference	immediately.	

Robert	Hollingworth	felt	that,	whatever	the	quality	of	the	voices,	he	could	still	identify	that	a	

point	of	view	about	the	piece	was	being	presented:	

																																																													
194	Leech-Wilkinson,	The	Modern	Invention	of	Medieval	Music:	Scholarship,	Ideology,	
Performance,	p89.	
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No.	You	could	have	a	really	rough	performance	of	a	piece	of	music	with	bad	

tuning,	not	very	good	voices,	but	still	totally	understood	the	music.	What	the	

last	piece	there	did	was	use	some	quite	good	voices,	not	having	understood	the	

music.	I	think	once	you	get	to	the	core	of	a	piece	of	music,	once	you	understand	

it,	then	it	doesn’t	really	matter	if	the	particular	voices	are	brilliant	on	it.	If	the	

piece	can	exist	under	its	own	terms,	then	it	ought	to	shine.	With	some	of	those	

recordings,	did	they	manage	to	do	that	for	you?	Yeah,	absolutely.	Both	in	The	

English	Singers.	The	first	one,	the	Ave	is	a	less	complicated	piece.	The	more	

people	you	have	doing	something,	the	more	they	get	better	at	it.	The	art	form	

is	never	taken	seriously	until	you	get	top	performers	on	it.	That’s	certainly	true,	

but	also,	I	think	a	piece	like	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born	is	of	itself	not	a	choral	

piece.	It’s	a	one-to-a-part	piece,	whereas	Ave	Verum,	you	can	do	it	many	

different	ways.	

David	Skinner	commented:	

It’s	rather	enlightening	hearing	the	English	group.	I	do	remember	them,	I	just	

can’t	remember	the	context.	Certainly	a	good	comparison	would	be	I	Fagiolini	

as	a	secular	touring	consort	versus	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir.	It’s	the	same	

thing.	Totally	different	styles	of	singing.	It	would	have	been	in	Byrd’s	time	too.	

Music	for	the	chamber	and	music	for	the	chapel,	they	must	have	handled	it	

differently,	even	though	they	were	the	same	singers.	

James	O’Donnell	noted:	

I	think	the	word	execrable	is	an	extremely	strong	pejorative	expression.	I	don’t	

think	it	would	apply	at	all,	even	to	the	Westminster	Cathedral	one,	which	was	

not	a	terribly	good	performance	of	that	piece.	It	could	hardly	be	described	as	

execrably	poorly	tuned,	whatever	else	one	might	say,	and	I	said	a	number	of	

not	very	complimentary	things	about	it.	It	sounds	like	such	a	generalization	

that	there	that	might	have	a	deeper	underlying	agenda	to	those	comments.	

Peter	Phillips	also	remarked	on	the	quality	of	the	tuning,	while	making	allowances	for	the	

quality	of	the	recording	technology:	

The	recording	quality	is	really	a	problem,	but	from	what	I	can	tell,	through	the	

crackle,	these	people	could	sing	in	tune.	As	I	said	right	from	the	start,	they	have	

good	voices,	they	sang	in	tune	with	each	other.	Not	the	cathedral	crowd	so	

much,	but	it	wasn’t	too	bad,	they	stayed	in	tune.	It’s	a	straight	through	
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performance,	remember,	that	could	have	gone	pretty	badly.	So	no,	I	don’t	

agree	with	that	at	all.	

Christopher	Page	also	remarked	that	the	recording	quality	should	not	cause	one	to	judge	too	

hastily	the	sound	being	produced:	

What	I’ve	been	trying	to	say	to	you	all	along	is	that	if	there	was	any	part	of	you	

that	was	expecting	me	to	raise	my	eyebrows	and	say	what	a	lot	of	shit	that	

was,	I	don’t	think	that.	I	think	that	there	are	vast	numbers	of	reasons	why	

those	singers	are	not	being	heard	to	advantage,	some	of	which	I	mentioned.	I	

have	enough	compassion	to	appreciate	there	are	ways	in	which	their	

performances	have	been	occluded,	both	by	the	recording	medium	and	by	

changes	in	style,	such	that	I	would	not	at	all	haste	to	leap	to	that	kind	of	

judgement.	Definitely	not.	

In	his	answer,	John	Potter	mentioned	the	fact	that	current	performers	have	arbitrarily	become	

obsessed	with	precision	of	pitch:	

No,	I	wouldn’t	be	tempted	at	all	(to	denounce	the	recordings	as	execrable).	But	

I	can	well	understand	that	if	you’d	been	brought	up	and	you’re	straight	out	of	

music	college	or	whatever	then	you	would	think	that.	The	whole	disconnect	

between	the	early	music	movement	and	history	is	our	concern	with	precision	

and	pitch	and	all	that	kind	of	thing.	We	can	measure	it.	It’s	easy	for	us.	Every	

singer	has	a	tuning	fork	or	an	iPad	with	a	tuning	thing.	And	we	can	instantly	

sing	you	any	infill	you	like	and	we	do	it	every	day.	And	if	you	think	back	to	what	

it	must	have	been	like	in	the	sixteenth	century,	with	no	fixed	pitch	standard,	no	

vocal	training	in	the	sense	we	understand	it,	no	recorded	models,	no	means	of	

hearing	any	music	unless	you	are	either	singing	it	or	being	sung	to.	Very,	very	

different.	And	we	just	have	this	assumption	that	a	note	means	a	note	and	all	

that	stuff.	If	you’d	been	brought	up	in	a	society	that	thinks	portamento	is	a	

good	thing,	then	that	will	be	the	way	you	do	it.	

Question	9.8	asked	interviewees	if	they	considered	the	repertoire	played	in	the	recordings	to	

be	early	music	repertoire.	This	question	was	included	in	response	to	the	suggestion	made	to	

the	present	researcher	at	a	musicological	conference	where	elements	of	this	study	were	

presented,195	that	Byrd	could	perhaps	be	seen	in	the	category	of	Cathedral	music	rather	than	

																																																													
195	Eva-Marie	Middleton,	conference	paper	“Powerful	Performances	of	the	Past:	Recordings	as	a	Means	
of	Investigating	the	Development	of	the	Twentieth	Century	Early	Music	Movement”,	presented	at	the	
Power	of	Music	Conference,	30th	Nov	–	3rd	Dec	2011	(34th	National	Conference	of	the	Musicological	
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early	music.	When	asked,	David	Skinner,	Harry	Christophers,	Stephen	Layton,	Robert	

Hollingworth,	John	Potter	and	Peter	Phillips	all	asserted	that	Byrd	was	indeed	early	music.	

Christopher	Page	and	Edward	Wickham	did	not	consider	it	to	be	early	music,	but	neither	did	

they	consider	it	to	be	Cathedral	music.		Instead	they	saw	it	as	much	more	to	do	with	British	

national	identity	and	heritage.	Christopher	Page	stated	that	in	the	1920s	it	would	have	been	

considered	part	of	a	nationalistic	movement,	rather	than	early	music:	

Well,	it	wasn’t	then.	I	think	then	it	was	old	music,	which	was	different.	But	it’s	

become	early	music	now.	Byrd	is	part	of	the	whole	early	music	industry,	but	

then	I	don’t	think	they	had	the	notion	of	early	music.	It	was	just	old	music,	

especially	Elizabethan	music	or	Tudor.	You’ve	got	to	remember	that	for	the	

English	public	on	the	whole	the	word	Tudor	and	the	image	of	Henry	VIII	and	

Elizabeth	is	what	principally	acts	as	their	sense	of	the	historical	past.	Most	

people	who	aren’t	university	educated	in	Britain	don’t	really	have	any	interest	

or	know	much	about	medieval	England.	They	may	know	a	bit	about	Crusades	

but	that’s	all.	But	the	whole	Tudor	thing	is	very	focused	and	the	person	who	did	

that	of	course	is	Shakespeare.	Just	as	Shakespeare	is	the	core	of	the	whole	

English	drama	thing	as	well,	people	really	have	a	strong	sense	of	that	period.	

You	have	Tudor	tearooms;	you	have	Tudor	cottages.	The	word	has	a	kind	of	

potency	about	it	that	simply	isn’t	true,	for	example,	of	Bourbon	in	France.	It’s	

not	the	same.	Therefore,	I	suspect	that	in	the	period	you’ve	been	representing	

by	its	old	Elizabethan	music,	it’s	strongly	associated	with	a	particular	past	

viewed	in	a	rather	nationalistic	sort	of	way.	It’s	the	past	of	the	Armada,	the	

past	of	Shakespeare,	the	past	of	the	break	with	Rome	under	Henry	and	the	

beginning	of	an	English	Protestantism,	and	I	think	there’s	much	more	to	it	than	

possibly	there	is	now.	

Edward	Wickham	echoed	Christopher	Page’s	remarks,	but	felt	that	they	could	even	be	applied	

to	the	present	day	context:		

Hardly.	I	mean,	I’m	an	earlier	person.	I	almost	feel	that	it’s	more	to	do	with	

some	kind	of	British	cultural	heritage,	which	is	a	kind	of	continuum	because	it	

has	been	so	much	part	of	our	national	repertoire	for	so	long.	It	hardly	feels	that	

it’s	other	in	the	way	that	early	music	suggests	to	us	that	sense	of	otherness.	I	

mean,	it’s	much	more	recognisable	in	the	music	that	I’ve	cut	my	teeth	on,	the	

																																																																																																																																																																																		
Society	of	Australia	in	conjunction	with	the	2nd	International	Conference	on	Music	and	Emotion,	held	at	
the	University	of	Western	Australia).		
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Ockeghem	and	Dufay.	That	sends	people	into	an	entirely	different	sort	of	sound	

aesthetic.	This	feels	very	familiar	but	that’s	me.	I've	grown	up	with	this	music.	

Peter	Phillips	felt	that,	while	he	considered	Byrd	to	be	a	part	of	early	music,	the	whole	

distinction	between	early	music	and	mainstream	classical	music	was	becoming	less	relevant:	

It	is	by	definition	early	music	because	it’s	earlier	than	later	music.	In	the	early	

music	revival	system	of	the	early	‘70s,	that	was	basically	an	instrumental	

revival,	a	revival	of	instrumental	habits	and	style,	when	you	could	find	people	

interested	in	finding	the	instruments	and	seeing	how	they	sounded,	no	matter	

how	wrong	the	modern	version	of	those	instruments	was.	Choral	music	can’t	

be	like	that	for	reasons	we	know	very	well.	We	don’t	know	how	they	sounded,	

and	so	the	whole	early	music	thing	was	just	different	for	us.	The	authenticity	

bandwagon	was	different.	I	don’t	know	if	that	answered	your	question.	Byrd	in	

the	singing	department	wasn’t	really	part	of	the	early	music	revival.	No	more	

were	any	of	those	composers.	Has	that	changed	since	the	‘70s	then?	If	it	was	

recorded	today,	would	you	think	it	was	early	music	repertoire?	I	think	this	

whole	early	music	category	has	become	rather	tired.	I	was	at	the	BBC	

yesterday	doing	an	interview	for	the	early	music	show	and	we	both	agreed,	the	

interviewer	and	I,	that	it	was	time	this	early	music	special	category	was	

stopped	because	it’s	out	of	date.	All	the	things	we	have	learned	about	early	

music	have	now	influenced	our	performances	and	we	go	from	there.	Let’s	go	

where	we	are	going	now,	forwards.	It	is	sort	of	nasty,	the	world	of	thought	that	

goes	around	early	music.	I	don’t	see	why	we	always	have	to	be	so	academically	

involved.	The	symphonies,	people	just	turn	up	and	they	do	them,	people	don’t	

always	understand	sonata	form,	but	they	enjoy	the	symphonies	anyway.	I	

don’t	think	people	need	to	understand	how	to	write	eight-part	counterpoint	in	

order	to	enjoy	every	piece	of	music.	It’s	just	a	very	enjoyable	piece	of	music.	

James	O’Donnell	felt	that	whether	or	not	one	applied	the	term	early	music	should	not	restrict	

the	aesthetic	choices	open	to	people,	or	in	any	way	limit	the	music	making	possibilities:	

Early	music	is	only	early	from	where	you	are	now.	When	Byrd	wrote	it,	it	

wasn’t	early.	Early	music	is	in	some	ways	a	meaningless	expression.	I	think	it’s	

part	of	Renaissance	sacred	music.	It’s	a	repertoire	which	is	composed	at	the	

time	it	belongs	to.	It	was	created	at	that	time.	I	don’t	think	you	need	to	

approach	it	in	an	‘early	music’	way	or	an	‘early	music’	pattern;	you	can	

approach	it	in	any	way	and	make	it	work.	You	can	even	have	a	very,	very	big	



	 237	

choir	singing	Byrd’s	Ave	Verum	very,	very	well.	You	could	do	a	really	good	

performance	of	it	with	an	enormous	choral	society,	and	you	could	do	a	terrible	

performance	of	it	with	an	enormous	choral	society,	just	as	well	as	you	could	do	

a	terrible	performance	if	you	have	only	four	singers	in	a	group.	I	suppose	you	

could	say	one	is	more	‘authentic’,	by	definition,	than	the	other,	that’s	the	kind	

of	view	you	can	take.	You	could	say,	I	know	that	my	130-piece	symphony	

chorus	is	not	going	to	sing	it	in	an	‘authentic	way’.	Well,	we’re	not	trying	to	do	

that.	We	don’t	want	the	same	kind	of	performance.	We’re	going	to	sing	it	in	a	

different	way.	It	could	be	beautiful.	It	could	be	sensitive.	It	would	be	totally	

unlike	anything	Byrd	could	ever	imagine	and	it	could	be	totally	unlike	anything	

I	would	ever	want	to	do,	but	it	could	be	wonderful	in	its	own	terms,	or	terrible	

or	any	one	of	the	three.	So	I	think	you	can’t	be	too	doctrinaire	about	things.	

Good	music	can	survive	a	lot.	Fine	music	is	able	to	withstand	a	variety	of	

adaptations	and	different	versions.	You	could	say	that	perhaps	singing	Byrd’s	

Ave	Verum	with	a	big	chorus	is	simply	an	arrangement	of	the	music	for	a	

different	medium,	almost.	

Finally,	interviewees	were	asked	“Do	you	feel	these	recordings	have	a	part	in	the	development	

of	early	music?”	(question	9.9).	Some	of	the	interviewees	were	sceptical	about	making	that	

link.	Edward	Wickham	commented:	

In	the	sense	that	they	are	a	part	of	a	movement	to	bring	back	a	cappella	

contrapuntal	performance,	unaccompanied	choral	performance.	I	mean,	I	see	

the	early	music	movement	as	going	along	almost	in	parallel	with	this	and	I	

associate	that	much	more	with	period	instruments	and	the	mechanics	of	it	

developing	in	the	‘50s	and	‘60s	and	‘70s.	The	fact	that	this	sort	of	thing	was	

burgeoning	about	the	same	time.	Well,	earlier.	Well,	earlier	but	then	picking	

up	post-war.	That	almost	feels	like	a	parallel	development	rather	than	one	

which	is	necessary	to	early	music,	to	period	music	performance.	

Harry	Christophers	felt	that	a	greater	contribution	was	made	by	people	in	the	role	of	

musicologist	and	music	editor	than	by	early	twentieth	century	performers:	

As	I	said	before,	I	think	it’s	much	more	to	do	with	the	people	who	are	editing	

the	music.	I	think	Terry	and	Fellowes,	they	were	pioneers	in	furthering	great	

interest	in	and	performance	of	early	music	in	this	repertoire.	I	suppose	what	

would	be	more	fascinating	is	if	there	hadn’t	been	a	war	what	would	have	

happened?	How	much	more	of	an	impact	would	these	people,	The	English	
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Singers	and	Westminster	Cathedral,	have	had?	So	much	of	music	and	

development	has	to	do	with	pioneering	individuals,	like	Terry.		

John	Potter	felt	that,	while	the	work	of	The	English	Singers	could	be	seen	as	developing	a	

distinct	approach	to	early	music,	the	Cathedral	choirs	were	simply	continuing	an	existing	

tradition	that	bears	no	relationship	to	historically	informed	performance	practice	today:	

I	think	you	could	(trace	early	music	today	back	to)	The	English	Singers.	I’m	not	

sure	about	the	cathedral	choirs	because	the	cathedral	choirs	are	on	a	slightly	

different	track.	One	of	the	ways	in	which	they've	influenced	early	music	is	the	

fact	that	they	have	male	altos	and	they	are	part	of	the	reason	that	the	

countertenor	has	become	the	kind	of	sexy	modern	voice	that	it	is.	I	mean,	only	

a	part	of	the	reason,	Alfred	Deller	has	a	lot	to	answer	for	also,	whereas	

historically	there’s	almost	no	evidence	for	that	kind	of	voice,	but	it’s	become	

very	much	associated	with	the	way	we	like	to	hear	early	music	done.	So	I	would	

think	of	the	cathedral	choirs	as	being	slightly	tangential	to	the	early	music	

movement	and	it’s	only	fairly	recently	that	they’ve	started	to	do	early	music,	I	

mean	in	terms	of	my	old	choir	King’s,	Cambridge.	I	think	under	Willcocks	and	

Philip	Ledger	they	did	things	the	way	they’ve	always	done	it,	and	so	did	

Stephen	Cleobury	when	he	took	over.	But	I	think	I	would	say	that	the	directors	

of	church	groups	and	college	choirs	began	to	see	the	recording	potential	in	

paying	more	attention	to	the	early	music	movement,	so	they	were	influenced	

by	it	rather	than	the	other	way	around	I	would	say.	

Peter	Phillips	also	made	the	point	that	the	recordings	of	the	Cathedral	choirs	did	not	in	his	

assessment	relate	to	the	development	of	early	music:	

Well,	no.	I	think	the	cathedral	versions,	especially	the	last	one,	are	a	

continuation	of	what	was	going	on	before,	with	Bairstow	doing	his	thing.	The	

English	Singers	are	a	very	early	version	of	us	[The	Tallis	Scholars],	I	suppose.	

Their	professional	expectations,	touring	and	giving	concerts,	not	necessarily	in	

churches	-	I	am	interested	that	they	were	able	to	do	that	in	1920’s.	I	think	they	

probably	were	the	first,	I	don’t	think	this	happened	before	the	First	World	War.	

I’d	be	very	surprised.	There’s	a	slight	continuum	there,	yes.	But	I	emphasise	

that	they	sang	one-to-a-part.	I	don’t	think	that’s	the	ideal	way	of	doing	it.	

However,	Christopher	Page,	Stephen	Layton,	David	Skinner,	Robert	Hollingworth,	and	James	

O’Donnell	all	felt	that	these	recordings	did	indeed	play	a	part	in	the	development	of	early	
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music.	Christopher	Page	noted	the	symbiotic	relationship	between	performers	and	

musicologist	working	in	the	same	area:	

Definitely.	It’s	presumably	because	of	the	existence	of	a	choir	of	the	newly	

formed	Cathedral	of	Westminster	that	Terry	edits	those	Taverner	masses.	

They,	and	the	whole	Tudor	church	music	series,	are	presumably	closely	related	

to	the	gradual	expansion	of	choral	repertoire	in	the	cathedrals	and	Oxbridge	

chapels.	I’m	not	sure	what	was	happening	in	Oxbridge	chapels,	presumably	

that’s	how	a	lot	of	the	repertoire	gets	there.	There	seems	to	me	there	is	a	

particular	strain	in	British	musicology,	which	is	represented	by	people	like	

Thurston	Dart	or	Richard	Runciman	Terry,	which	is	strongly	performance	

based.	I	think	that’s	a	tradition	which	I	hark	back	to	and	that’s	been	

commented	on.	Dart	was	a	very	good	keyboard	player;	Denis	Stevens	would	be	

another	one;	David	Wulstan	will	be	another	one.	I	mean	there	were	people	

whose	musicology	was	very	strongly	geared	towards	performance	in	a	way	

that	I	think	is	unintelligible	without	that	whole	backdrop	of	the	cathedrals	and	

the	Oxbridge	choirs.	

David	Skinner	similarly	emphasised	the	importance	of	singing	the	music	for	understanding	its	

construction:	

They	have	to	because	they’re	performing	it	and	they’re	bringing	it	to	life.	This	is	

the	first	time	that	this	music	has	been	edited,	Tudor	Church	Music	in	the	1920s,	

it’s	all	coming	out.	I	don’t	know	if	this	is	apocryphal	or	not,	but	when	Philip	

Brett	was	for	a	brief	time	Professor	of	Music	at	Oxford,	during	the	time	when	

he	was	preparing	the	Byrd	edition,	the	choirs	were	very	keen	to	perform	Byrd	

so	they	were	putting	on	lots	of	Byrd,	but	he	didn’t	attend	one	performance	

because	he	wasn’t	interested	in	how	it	would	be	performed.	I	imagine	there’s	a	

lot	of	people	out	there	who	are	straightforward	musicologists	who	aren’t	

primarily	performers	and	would	feel	that	a	performance	is	not	part	of	the	

movement,	that	it’s	not	important,	that	what’s	important	are	the	dots	on	the	

page.	I	think	performing	musicians	such	as	myself,	Christopher	Page,	Edward	

Wickham,	I	think	we’re	all	of	the	same	mind	that	performance	is	a	vital	part	of	

the	Early	Music	Movement.	How	else	would	you	learn?	I	remember	people	in	

Oxford	who	didn’t	have	any	CDs	on	their	shelves,	it	was	all	books.	There’s	a	

difference	between	a	musicologist	and	a	musician,	and	some	people	are	both.	

In	earlier	music	especially,	because	performances	and	recordings	help	you	

learn	the	piece	quicker,	rather	than	playing	it	through	on	a	piano	or	looking	
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through	the	score.	A	lot	of	people	say	that	they	can	read	six	parts	but	I	think	

very	few	people	can.	They	look	at	texture	and	they	can	look	at	cadence	and	

cadence	structures.	If	you	look	at	Fayrefax	on	the	page	it	looks	like	a	mess,	

there’s	no	organisation	at	all	apart	from	the	cantus	firmi.	You	can	only	get	to	

know	it	through	performance.	After	all,	that’s	what	it’s	written	for,	it	was	

meant	to	be	performed	not	to	be	analysed.	I	feel	very	strongly	about	that.	I	like	

the	idea	of	talking	about	how	pieces	are	put	together	and	the	tinkering	of	

them,	but	not	to	talk	about	music	in	such	a	dispassionate,	removed	way,	in	a	

way	that	probably	wasn’t	going	through	the	composer’s	mind	when	it	was	

composed.	Primarily	it’s	composed	to	be	sung	and	I	think	that’s	an	important	

part	of	it.	So	yes,	I	would	say	they’re	a	part	of	the	movement	because	they’re	

performing	it.	

James	O’Donnell	spoke	about	recordings	sowing	seeds	into	the	minds	of	future	performers,	

and	thereby	playing	an	almost	subliminal	role	in	the	development	of	the	movement:	

It’s	very	hard	to	say	that,	but	I	think	it’s	possible	that	they,	and	many	other	

similar	recordings,	have	fed	into	the	growing	consciousness	of	the	growing	

knowledge	and	love	and	interest	that	we	have	in	the	repertoire.	Supposing	

you’re	a	youngster	and	you	visited	your	grandmother	who	happened	to	have	a	

recording.	This	is	maybe	in	the	‘40’s,	having	recordings	of	1924	of	Byrd’s	Ave	

Verum	sung	by	The	English	Singers,	for	the	sake	of	argument.	And	you	listen	to	

it	and	you	thought	‘that	was	lovely,	that	was	beautiful’.	That	might	have	

kindled	your	interest	in	that	repertoire.	In	the	same	way,	when	I	was	a	

schoolboy	I	heard	recordings	by	The	Early	Music	Consort	of	London	under	

David	Munrow	and	that	got	me	hooked	on	early	music	and	I	was	an	early	

music	freak	when	I	was	in	my	teens.	I	wanted	to	play	the	harpsichord.	I	wanted	

to	play	the	crumhorn.	I	didn’t	do	that,	thankfully,	but	I	did	play	the	harpsichord	

and	it	got	me	hooked	on	the	whole	musical	world.	I	kind	of	discovered	it	by	

accident,	but	I’ve	moved	on	from	The	Early	Music	Consort	of	London	and	I	

don’t	listen	to	that	repertoire	very	much	now.	I	certainly	don’t	work	in	that	kind	

of	repertoire.	But	it	got	me	into	lots	of	other	things.	I	think	the	same	could	be	

true	with	any	recordings,	you	just	can’t	tell	how	it	would	have	eventually	been.	

Stephen	Layton	stated:	

You’ve	played	some	seeds	of	where	it’s	all	come	from	to	where	it	is	today.	I	

mean,	these	are	some	of	the	first	recordings	of	people	attempting	this	
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music.	We	don’t	know	what	they	did	before	then.	So	one	could	imagine	that	

maybe	those	recordings	can	give	us	some	clue	as	to	how	they	might’ve	done	

it	for	40	or	50	years	before	that	as	well,	perhaps.	So	yes,	I	believe	those	have	

got	great	historical	significance.	

Stephen	Layton’s	comments	brilliantly	summarised	the	overall	impression	arising	from	the	

discussion:	that	the	interviewees	could	see	sown	within	the	early	recordings	the	seeds	of	their	

own	performances,	and	that	there	had	been	an	engagement	with	history	in	a	special	manner,	

which	gave	greater	context	to	many	of	the	concerns	of	early	music	performers	today.	
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6	CONCLUSIONS	

This	thesis	has	addressed	changes	within	the	performance	of	Tudor	choral	music	over	the	

twentieth	century.	My	own	interest	singing	in	the	types	of	small	ensembles	which	perform	

both	early	music	and	avant	garde	music	today,	led	me	to	take	a	closer	look	at	how	the	role	of	

those	choirs	had	developed	within	the	early	music	movement	across	the	twentieth	century.	An	

initial	literature	study	revealed	that	little	research	had	been	undertaken	in	the	field	of	early	

choral	music	as	it	was	performed	in	the	first	half	of	the	twentieth	century.	The	few	histories	

that	had	been	written	of	the	early	music	movement196	largely	glossed	over	developments	

within	vocal	performance,	focusing	instead	on	the	use	of	period	instruments	and	only	

reporting	on	vocal	practices	since	the	1960s.	The	little	that	had	been	written	on	vocal	music	

before	1960	conveyed	a	low	estimation	of	the	performing	standard	reached,	as	discussed	

above	in	Chapter	2.	On	the	other	hand,	literature	which	used	period	recordings	to	investigate	

changing	musical	tastes,197	had	focussed	on	instrumental	developments,	or	solo	vocal	

performances.	Its	techniques	had	yet	to	be	applied	to	any	choral	repertoire.	The	idea	that	style	

and	standards	associated	with	the	performance	of	early	choral	music	may	have	changed	to	

such	an	extent	that	writers	today	seemed	to	simply	dismiss	the	earlier	performing	style	was	

intriguing,	especially	since	recordings	were	clearly	available	that	would	permit	a	detailed	

comparison.		

On	commencing	the	present	study,	a	hypothesis	was	developed,	stating	that	any	change	in	

performing	standard	observed	between	then	and	now	would	be	due	to	differences	in	

aesthetic	goals,	differences	that	would	be	revealed	through	the	analysis	of	reviews	from	the	

early	twentieth	century.	To	explore	this	hypothesis,	this	study	made	use	of	a	combination	of	

period	sources,	both	recordings	and	journal	articles,	as	well	as	the	expert	opinion	of	current	

performers,	via	in-depth	interviews,	creating	an	intergenerational	dialogue	between	

performers	and	performances	of	the	early	twentieth	century	and	today.		

6.1	MAJOR	FINDINGS	

While	many	interesting	insights	about	the	performance	of	early	choral	music	arose	during	the	

interview	process,	including	the	make-up	and	rehearsal	process	of	individual	choirs	and	the	

																																																													
196	Haskell,	The	Early	Music	Revival:	A	History,	Cohen	and	Snitzer,	Reprise:	The	Extraordinary	Revival	of	
Early	Music,	and	Mayer	Brown,	'Pedantry	or	Liberation?	A	Sketch	of	the	Historical	Performance	
Movement'.	
197	Philip,	Early	Recordings	and	Musical	Style:	Changing	Tastes	in	Instrumental	Performance,	1900-1950,	
Fabian,	Bach	Performance	Practice,	1945-1975:	A	Comprehensive	Review	of	Sound	Recordings	and	
Literature,	Potter,	'Beggar	at	the	Door:	The	Rise	and	Fall	of	Portamento	in	Singing',	and	Timmers,	'Vocal	
Expression	in	Recorded	Performances	of	Schubert	Songs'.	
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development	of	conducting	techniques,	three	findings	stand	out	from	the	others.	The	first	of	

these	major	findings	is	that	there	was	more	in	common	between	the	1920s	performance	style	

and	today	than	was	initially	predicted.	While	the	analysis	of	the	recordings	in	Chapter	4	

highlighted	the	presence	of	vocal	mannerisms	(particularly	portamento)	that	we	would	

consider	unacceptable	today,	a	large	number	of	the	interviewees	found	that	they	could	relate	

to	the	overall	performance	gestures.	As	quoted	in	Chapter	5,	John	Potter	stated:	“Well,	in	

many	ways	it’s	sort	of	similar	to	a	modern	performance,	except	that	they	haven't	all	been	to	

early	music	school	and	learned	how	to	do	it	properly.”	(John	Potter	question	5.3).	Some	of	the	

interviewees	could	draw	parallels	between	The	English	Singers,	the	Choir	of	Westminster	

Cathedral,	and	the	Choir	of	York	Minster,	and	sounds/styles	still	prevalent	today	(David	

Skinner	question	5.2,	David	Skinner	question	8.2,	Robert	Hollingworth	question	8.2,	and	Harry	

Christophers	question	7.2).	The	majority	of	the	interviewees	felt	that	the	Leech-Wilkinson	

quote	used	in	question	9.7,	describing	early	recordings	of	medieval	vocal	music	as	

“…execrable…”,198	could	not	be	applied	to	the	recordings	played	in	the	current	study.	

Additionally,	all	of	the	interviewees	could	recognise	the	terms	of	reference	used	in	the	1920s	

reviews,	and	while	they	may	not	have	immediately	applied	those	descriptors	to	the	recordings	

as	they	heard	them,	they	could	quite	easily	relate	to	the	issues	being	raised	by	the	reviewers	

(Edward	Wickham	question	4.8	and	Peter	Phillips	question	4.8).	Contrary	to	my	initial	

hypothesis,	differences	in	performance	style	could	not	be	attributed	to	differences	in	aesthetic	

goals,	as	the	aesthetic	goals	of	performers	appear	to	have	remained	broadly	consistent	across	

the	century,	though	the	acceptable	manner	of	achieving	those	goals	had	changed.	This	is	a	

significant	finding	considering	that	almost	all	writings	of	the	role	of	choral	music	within	the	

early	music	movement	to	date	have	considered	choral	performances	of	this	period	to	be	so	

inferior	as	to	not	warrant	inclusion	in	discussion	of	the	movement	(see	Chapter	2).	This	study	

has	shown	that	that	simply	is	not	the	case.	

A	second	finding	of	the	current	study	has	been	the	way	by	which	some	of	the	interviewees	

noticed	that	the	process	which	they	underwent	during	the	interviews,	assessing	a	piece	of	

music	with	today’s	ears	and	then	hearing	what	people	of	the	time	had	thought	about	the	same	

recording,	highlighted	the	difficulty	in	drawing	any	relationships	between	written	sources	and	

musical	performance.	The	differences	found	by	this	study	were	so	great,	not	only	between	

individual	interviewees	and	the	period	reviewers,	but	also	between	the	interviewees	

themselves,	as	to	suggest	that	a	reliance	on	written	sources	is	a	futile	exercise.	As	quoted	in	

Chapter	5,	Peter	Phillips	encapsulated	this	finding	when	he	said:	“It	is	very	hard	to	put	into	

words	and	use	adjectives	responsibly	to	convey	anything	useful	about	what’s	coming	out	as	

																																																													
198	Leech-Wilkinson,	The	Modern	Invention	of	Medieval	Music:	Scholarship,	Ideology,	Performance,	p89.	
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sound.”	(Peter	Phillips	question	4.7).	Christopher	Page	stated	that	“What	can	be	described	as	a	

very	good	blend	in	1920	and	described	as	a	very	good	blend	in	1990	can	be	very	different.”	

and	later	“…	you	could	not	really	intuit	from	that	description	what	that	ensemble	proves	to	

actually	sound	like	when	you	listen	to	a	recording	of	them,	because	you	would	attach	different	

meaning	to	the	terms	over	the	years.”	(Christopher	Page	question	4.7	and	question	4.8).	Such	

responses	have	great	implications	for	any	musical	field	that	relies	on	written	descriptions	as	a	

means	of	gauging	a	musical	style,	particularly	the	early	music	movement,	as	they	illustrate	that	

this	is	impossible	to	achieve	with	any	accuracy.	The	only	means	of	accurately	relaying	a	musical	

style	is	to	refer	to	a	recorded	legacy,	though	even	that	has	to	be	tempered	by	an	

understanding	of	the	physical	capabilities	and	limitations	of	the	recording	technology	utilised.	

These	first	two	findings	lead	to	a	third	question	of	what	style	the	early	music	movement	

represents,	if	not	the	reproduction	of	a	historical	performance	practice.	Some	of	the	

comments	of	interviewees	seemed	to	align	with	the	“authentic	style	is	modern	style”	theses	of	

Taruskin	and	Crutchfield	as	examined	in	Chapter	2.	John	Potter	made	a	cogent	point	about	

how	the	early	music	movement	has	arbitrarily	rejected	certain	points	of	performance,	such	as	

portamento,	for	which	there	are	large	amounts	of	historical	evidence,	but	which	do	not	fit	

within	the	twentieth	century	aesthetic	(John	Potter	question	8.9).	Christopher	Page	

encapsulated	the	principal	finding	of	this	thesis	as:	

But	on	the	other	hand,	one	can	easily	see	that	a	concern	for	exactitude	and	a	concern	

for	tuning	are	things	that	have	been	bred	very	much	by	the	advent	of	the	age	of	

recording.	The	kind	of	priorities	that	recording	instils	in	people.	The	need	to	have	

performances	which	can	be	listened	to	again	and	again	without	anything	very	

idiosyncratic	getting	on	your	nerves.	What	the	study	of	early	recordings	teaches	us	very	

firmly	is	that	earlier	periods	had	very	different	procedures.	I	think	the	things	I	always	

wanted	to	value	were	things	I	could	construct	(historical)	arguments	for	valuing	but	

which	probably	in	the	end	prove	to	be	me	just	being	a	child	of	my	time.		

(Christopher	Page	question	2.2)	

These	major	findings	call	into	question	some	of	the	basic	assumptions	of	the	early	music	

movement,	its	reliance	on	written	sources	in	the	formation	of	musical	style,	and	its	narrative	

of	constant	and	consistent	improvement	over	the	twentieth	century,	as	can	be	seen	

underpinning	all	of	its	historical	texts.	However,	it	is	worth	balancing	these	findings	with	an	

understanding	of	the	limitations	of	this	study.	
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6.2	LIMITATIONS	

A	number	of	limitations	were	placed	on	the	study	in	order	to	have	it	fit	within	the	form	of	a	

doctoral	degree.	The	scope	of	the	research	was	necessarily	compressed	in	terms	of	time	limits.	

This	limitation	manifested	itself	in	the	number	of	recordings	able	to	be	accessed	and	analysed,	

as	well	as	in	the	approach	taken	to	the	journal	articles.	A	possible	avenue	for	future	study	

would	be	to	apply	the	same	methodology	to	a	greater	number	of	period	recordings,	to	see	if	

the	findings	remain	consistent	over	a	larger	group.	Searching	for	recordings	outside	of	those	

held	in	the	British	Library	National	Sound	Archive,	such	as	those	available	in	private	collections	

or	in	the	archives	of	other	countries,	could	also	extend	the	scope	of	this	research.	

As	discussed	in	Chapter	3,	the	initial	method	chosen	to	analyse	the	journal	articles	had	to	be	

abandoned	in	favour	of	keyword-searches.	This	change	was	largely	due	to	time	limitations.	The	

original	approach	to	the	journal	articles	would	have	revealed	changes	in	how	discussion	was	

divided	between	different	topics	over	time.	For	example,	the	relative	amounts	of	discussion	

dedicated	to	early	music	and	opera	may	have	changed	over	the	time,	as	different	forms	of	

music	captured	the	zeitgeist	at	different	times.	This	approach	could	still	be	a	worthwhile	piece	

of	research,	if	given	the	necessary	time,	as	it	promises	to	shed	light	upon	the	migration	of	early	

music	from	a	fringe	activity	within	the	classical	music	world,	to	what	is	arguably	now	a	

mainstream	form,	a	theme	touched	upon	in	some	of	the	interviews	(see	Peter	Phillips	question	

9.8).	

The	present	study	restricted	its	focus	to	English	performers	and	Tudor	repertoire.	It	would	be	

interesting	to	apply	the	same	methodology	to	other	repertoires	and	performers	of	other	

backgrounds,	to	see	if	similar	findings	are	possible.	This	could	be	done	both	within	the	same	

nationality	(e.g.	asking	modern	German	performers	to	engage	with	period	recordings	of	early	

German	repertoire	by	early	twentieth	century	German	performers)	and	across	national	lines	

(e.g.	asking	modern	English	performers	to	engage	with	period	recordings	of	German	repertoire	

by	early	twentieth	century	English	performers).	In	a	study	of	this	kind,	it	would	still	be	

advisable	to	keep	a	consistent	national	identity	between	both	the	modern	and	early	

performers,	as	the	ability	for	interviewees	to	empathise	with	the	early	performers,	an	

empathy	born	out	of	the	similarity	in	their	career	circumstances,	has	been	a	major	asset	in	the	

methodology	of	the	current	study.	In	the	present	thesis,	the	consistent	national	identity	across	

all	elements	(repertoire,	early	performers,	and	current	performers)	allowed	for	the	

interviewees	to	express	whether	they	felt	the	repertoire,	when	it	was	performed	today,	had	

more	in	common	with	an	unbroken	performance	tradition,	or	if	they	felt	there	was	enough	of	

a	change	in	performing	style	as	to	represent	a	revival	of	historical	practices,	warranting	

inclusion	in	the	“early	music	movement”.	This	issue	was	directly	engaged	with	in	question	9.8	
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of	the	interview	schedule.	The	same	would	be	applicable	in	a	study	of	German	music,	where	it	

would	be	interesting	to	investigate	how	the	unbroken	tradition	of	foundations	such	as	the	

Thomanerchor	of	Leipzig	adjusted	to	current	“early	music	movement”	practices.			

The	final,	and	perhaps	the	greatest	limitation	of	this	study,	has	been	the	complete	absence	of	

any	female	voices	among	the	interviewees.	This	was	not	initially	a	deliberate	decision,	but	

came	about	as	a	result	of	the	selection	criteria	for	interviewees,	as	outlined	in	Chapter	3.	

There	is	currently	only	a	small	pool	of	modern	female	conductors	who	have	specialised	in	the	

repertoire	considered	in	this	study,	and	of	these	none	has	as	yet	had	as	established	a	career	as	

the	selected	interviewees.	For	example,	Katherine	Dienes-Williams	is	organist	and	master	of	

the	choristers	at	Guildford	Cathedral,	making	her	a	possible	interview	candidate,	as	a	clear	

modern	day	equivalent/successor	to	the	directors	of	the	choirs	of	York	Minster	and	

Westminster	Cathedral	who	were	represented	in	the	period	recordings.	However,	she	only	

received	this	appointment	in	2008,	at	which	point	she	was	the	first	woman	to	ever	be	

appointed	to	the	Cathedral	Organists’	Association.199	This	is	one	example	that	demonstrates	

how	women	have	yet	to	have	the	opportunity	to	establish	careers	in	early	choral	music.	The	

criterion	of	an	established	career	was	a	vital	one	in	this	study,	as	had	it	been	the	case	that	the	

views	of	any	interviewee	could	have	been	dismissed	as	not	being	as	experienced	as	the	others,	

it	would	have	undermined	the	whole	analysis	of	Chapter	5,	which	is	based	upon	the	

interviewees	acting	as	a	group	of	peers	representing	modern	day	performance	practice.	It	was	

therefore	felt	that	the	criterion	could	not	be	slackened	in	order	to	allow	for	a	token	female	

voice.	In	the	future	there	will	hopefully	be	a	larger	pool	of	high	profile	female	conductors	to	

call	on.	An	alternative	approach	open	to	future	studies	in	order	to	allow	for	the	participation	of	

female	voices	would	be	to	move	the	focus	of	the	study	from	conductors	to	performers.	This	

change	would	allow	for	a	greater	participation	of	female	voices,	as	there	have	been	many	

women	who	took	a	leading	role	in	the	development	of	early	choral	music	as	performers	(e.g.	

Emma	Kirkby	and	Janet	Coxwell).	Such	a	study	would	provide	an	interesting	counterpoint	to	

the	present	research.	

6.3	POSSIBILITIES	FOR	FUTURE	RESEARCH	

It	is	fitting	to	end	this	thesis	by	considering	the	possibilities	it	poses	for	future	investigation.	

Several	themes	emerged	over	the	course	of	this	study,	which	could	represent	opportunities	for	

future	research	including:	the	particular	ways	in	which	historical	performance	practice	is	

interpreted	within	liturgical	settings;	the	technical	ways	in	which	ensembles	of	different	sizes	

																																																													
199	Guildford	Cathedral	“Guildford	Cathedral	Choir”	(2015)	https://www.guildford-
cathedral.org/music/choir	accessed	29th	March	2015.	
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seek	to	form	a	personal	connection	with	their	audiences;	differences	between	one-per-part	

ensembles	and	small	choirs	with	multiple	voices	on	each	part;	early	choral	music	and	British	

nationalism;	the	advent	of	girl	choristers;	and	the	impact	the	recording	industry	has	had	on	

both	performers	and	audiences.	

6.3.1	PERFORMANCE	PRACTICE	WITHIN	LITURGICAL	SETTINGS	

The	differences	between	approaching	early	choral	music	within	the	setting	of	a	professional	

choir	and	within	the	conventional	routines	of	a	resident	choral	foundation	at	a	major	religious	

institution	emerged	through	the	juxtaposition	of	interviewees	from	the	different	viewpoints.	

James	O’Donnell	spoke	about	how	any	early	music	influences	upon	him	could	only	operate	in	a	

subliminal	manner,	as	first	and	foremost	in	his	mind	were	the	everyday	duties	of	the	choral	

foundation	at	Westminster	Abbey,	which	by	its	nature	had	to	address	a	wide	variety	of	music	

(question	2.2).	At	several	points	in	his	interview,	O’Donnell	stressed	that	his	choir	had	to	sing	

music	spanning	the	genres	of	choral	repertoire,	music	that	was	chosen	first	and	foremost	to	

suit	a	liturgical	purpose,	and	which	therefore	demanded	a	flexibility	of	his	singers,	which	may	

be	different	to	those	of	a	specialist	professional	early	music	choir.	It	would	be	interesting	to	

follow	this	theme,	to	see	where	the	differences	lie	in	the	vocal	and	stylistic	approach	of	the	

two	groups.	Tied	to	this	theme	are	the	effects	of	Anglican	responses	to	the	Second	Vatican	

Council,	such	as	the	passing	of	the	Prayer	Book	(Alternative	and	Other	Services)	Measure	in	

1965	and	the	reordering	of	the	Communion	Service,	and	how	these	altered	the	liturgical	

strictures	in	place	at	different	choral	foundations,	in	terms	of	which	liturgies	they	performed	

and	therefore	which	music	could	be	sung.	The	early	twentieth	century	had	seen	a	rapid	re-

discovery	of	musical	settings	of	the	Catholic	Mass,	be	they	from	European	sources	or	from	pre-

reformation	British	sources,	led	by	the	work	of	the	Catholic	musician-editors	R.R.	Terry	and	

Henry	Washington.	Anglican	musicians	proved	keen	to	avail	themselves	of	this	wider	

repertoire	of	mass	settings	as	the	Eucharist	replaced	Matins	as	the	main	Sunday	liturgy.	Future	

research	could	possibly	use	similar	interviewing	techniques,	as	exemplified	in	the	present	

study,	in	order	to	engage	with	the	issue	further.	A	focus	on	programming,	which	was	only	

slightly	touched	upon	in	the	course	of	this	study,	would	further	illuminate	the	differences	in	

approach	between	liturgical	and	specialist	early	music	choirs.	

6.3.2	FORMING	A	PERSONAL	CONNECTION	WITH	AUDIENCES	

A	number	of	interviewees	raised	the	concept	of	forming	a	personal	connection	with	their	

audiences	during	a	performance.	For	example,	as	quoted	in	Chapter	5,	Harry	Christophers	

noted,	“That	I’ve	touched	the	person,	we’ve	touched	them	in	our	performance,	that’s	perhaps	

to	me	the	greatest.”	(Harry	Christophers	question	2.3).	However,	this	study	only	marginally	
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engaged	with	the	ways	in	which	choral	conductors	attempt	to	achieve	this	connection.	

Stephen	Layton	seemed	to	suggest	that	this	was	done	through	an	emphasis	on	the	text	

(question	2.3),	but	did	not	elaborate	further.	John	Potter	spoke	briefly	about	the	different	

ways	a	singer	can	impart	emotion	to	an	audience	(John	Potter	question	7.5),	but	as	this	was	

not	a	major	concern	of	the	present	study,	it	was	not	developed	to	a	deeper	level.	This	topic,	

how	conductors/singers	elicit	an	emotional	response	from	an	audience,	certainly	warrants	

further	investigation.	Studies	have	already	taken	place	regarding	expressivity	in	instrumental	

performance,200	and	similar	methods	could	be	used	to	address	the	issue	within	choral	

performance.	Such	a	study	would	have	to	deal	with	the	differences	in	communication	that	

come	with	ensembles	of	different	size,	as	a	one-per-part	ensemble	would	most	likely	approach	

communicating	emotion	in	a	vastly	different	manner	to	a	choir	with	multiple	voices	per	part.	

6.3.3	EARLY	CHORAL	MUSIC	AND	BRITISH	NATIONALISM	

Another	theme	that	emerged	during	the	interviews	was	the	role	of	British	nationalism	in	the	

choral	wing	of	the	early	music	movement.	It	was	notable	that	in	answer	to	question	2.1	(Can	

you	identify	any	specific	influences	on	your	approach	to	directing	early	choral	music?)	none	of	

the	interviewees	included	any	musicians	from	outside	of	the	United	Kingdom	in	their	

discussion	of	major	influences.	Both	Christopher	Page	and	Edward	Wickham	commented	on	

the	nationalistic	element	in	performances	of	early	choral	music,	particularly	of	the	Tudor	era	

(Christopher	Page	question	5.7	and	Edward	Wickham	question	9.8).	The	famous	statement	

that	England	was	“…the	land	without	music…”	was	made	in	1914.202	While	England	may	not	

have	been	able	to	match	the	achievements	of	nineteenth	century	German	or	Italian	

composers,	the	re-introduction	of	early	music	in	the	early	twentieth	century	illustrated	a	

period	of	English	precedence	in	musical	history.	This	made	its	mark	especially	in	the	Chapel	

and	Cathedral	traditions,	but	also	exerted	a	stylistic	influence	on	contemporary	British	

composers	such	as	Stanford,	Vaughan	Williams	and	Holst.	Any	performance	of	music	by	

English	composers	after	the	1914	accusation,	such	as	the	recordings	of	Byrd	on	which	this	

study	has	focussed,	can	be	interpreted	with	that	in	mind.	Writing	about	the	renaissance	of	

English	music	from	the	mid	nineteenth	century	into	the	early	twentieth	century,	Meiron	

Hughes	and	Robert	Straddling	make	some	mention	of	how	the	work	of	R.R.	Terry	and	E.H.	

																																																													
200	For	example	Dorottya	Fabian	Emery	Schubert,	'Is	there	only	One	Way	of	Being	Expressive	in	Musical	
Performance?	-	Lessons	from	Listeners'	Reactions	to	Performances	of	J.S.	Bach's	Music',	in	Catherine	
Stevens,	et	al.	(eds.),	7th	International	Conference	on	Music	Perception	&	Cognition	(Sydney:	Causal	
Productions,	2002),	112-15.	
202	Oscar	A.H.	Schmitz,	Das	Land	ohne	Musik:	Englische	Gesellschaftsprobleme	(Munich,	1914).	
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Fellowes	in	Tudor	music	can	be	interpreted	in	that	context,203	but	more	could	be	done	to	fully	

situate	the	rise	in	popularity	of	early	choral	music	within	that	milieu.	One	possibility	to	shine	

more	light	on	this	topic	could	be	with	a	deeper	investigation	of	the	journal	articles	as	had	

initial	been	planned	(see	Chapter	3).	Such	an	approach	could	track	the	amount	of	discussion	

related	to	nationalism	in	the	music	journals,	and	how	that	compared	to,	and	indeed	

overlapped	with,	the	amount	of	discussion	devoted	to	early	music.		

6.3.4	GIRL	CHORISTERS	

Notable	by	its	absence	was	the	discussion	of	the	relatively	recent	development	of	giving	girls	

as	well	as	boys	the	experience	of	singing	in	a	Cathedral	setting.	Salisbury	Cathedral	had	been	

the	first	Cathedral	to	create	a	choral	foundation	for	girls	in	1991,204	with	other	foundations	

following,	including	Wakefield	Cathedral	in	1992,205	York	Minster	in	1997,206	Winchester	

Cathedral	in	1998,207	and	Canterbury	Cathedral	in	2014.208	One	may	have	anticipated	that	this	

trend	and	its	implications	would	have	been	raised	during	the	discussion	of	the	differences	

between	resident	and	touring	choirs	in	both	the	modern	and	early	twentieth	century	contexts	

(questions	6.1	and	6.2).	John	Potter	(John	Potter	question	6.1)	and	Peter	Phillips	(Peter	Phillips	

questions	6.1	and	6.2)	both	gave	answers	that	seemed	to	include	the	implicit	assumption	that	

a	Cathedral	foundation	only	included	boys,	and	that	the	presence	of	those	boys	was	the	major	

difference	between	resident	and	touring	choirs.	None	of	the	interviewees	engaged	with	the	

idea	of	how	the	women	working	in	touring	choirs	received	their	musical	training,	neither	in	the	

modern	context,	where	women	may	have	commenced	their	training	in	Oxbridge	college	

foundations	(giving	them	up	to	a	decade	less	singing	experience	than	the	men),	nor	in	the	

early	twentieth	century	before	women	were	allowed	into	any	college	foundations.	It	would	

have	been	possible	to	refocus	the	interview	schedule	to	introduce	interviewees	to	

engagement	with	this	topic,	which	would	be	an	interesting	point	of	departure	for	future	

studies	to	investigate.	Any	such	study	would	also	have	to	look	at	the	effects	of	the	different	

																																																													
203	Meiron	Hughes	and	Robert	Stradling,	The	English	Musical	Renaissance	1840-1940:	Constructing	a	
National	Music	(2nd	edn.;	Manchester:	Manchester	University	Press,	2001),	pp76-7.	See	also	Ruth	A.	
Solie,	‘No	“Land	without	music”	after	all’,	Victorian	Literature	and	Culture	(2004)	32/1,	261-76,	for	a	
discussion	of	other	works	on	this	topic.	
204	Salisbury	Cathedral	“The	Cathedral	Choir”	(2013)	http://www.salisburycathedral.org.uk/worship-
music-choirs/cathedral-choir	accessed	29th	March	2015.	
205	Wakefield	Cathedral	Chapter	“Cathedral	Choir”	(2015)	http://wakefieldcathedral.org.uk/?idno=1160	
accessed	29th	March	2015.	
206	Anne	Murray	“History	of	York	Minster	school	–	of	choristers	ancient	and	modern”	
http://www.ofchoristers.net/Chapters/York.htm	accessed	29th	March	2015.	
207	Winchester	Cathedral	“The	Cathedral	Girls’	Choir”(2015)	http://www.winchester-
cathedral.org.uk/worship-and-music/music-choir/cathedral-choirs/the-cathedral-girls-choir/	accessed	
29th	March	2015.	
208	Dean	and	Chapter	of	Canterbury	“Girls	Choir”	(2015)	http://www.canterbury-
cathedral.org/worship/girls-choir/	accessed	29th	March	2015.	
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ages	at	which	children	are	involved	in	professional	music	making,	as	some	of	the	new	girls’	

choirs	focus	on	young	ladies	up	until	their	mid	to	late	teen	years,	a	much	older	age	range	than	

that	found	in	existing	boys	choirs	in	the	Cathedral	system.	Also	impinging	on	the	training	of	

girls	is	the	absence	of	women	among	the	adult	lay	clerks,	which	form	the	ATB	sections	of	

Cathedral	choirs.	Given	that	many	touring	choirs	use	a	mixture	of	both	male	and	female	altos,	

it	is	a	notable	absence	that	women	are	not	generally	considered	for	alto	lay	clerk	positions.	

While	a	Cathedral	may	admit	girls	to	the	chorister	ranks,	there	is	no	older	female	example	in	

the	form	of	a	female	lay	clerk.	A	future	study	may	wish	to	investigate	the	implications	of	this	

issue.		

6.3.5	THE	IMPACT	OF	THE	RECORDING	INDUSTRY	

A	recurring	theme	throughout	the	interviews	was	the	role	of	recordings	in	shaping	the	

responses	of	both	performers	and	audiences.	From	interview	comments,	one	receives	the	

impression	that	the	effect	of	recording	on	performers	was	two-fold:	first,	a	raising	of	the	base	

level	standard;	and	secondly,	a	loss	of	spontaneity/character	in	the	performance.	In	reference	

to	the	first	of	these	effects,	some	of	the	interviewees	referred	to	the	fact	that	modern	

recording	technology	had	spurred	performers	on	in	the	hope	of	achieving	ever-higher	

standards.	Sports	analogies	were	used,	with	Harry	Christophers	comparing	it	to	the	way	tennis	

matches	have	become	faster	over	the	twentieth	century	(Harry	Christophers	question	4.8),	

and	Peter	Phillips	comparing	it	to	one	person	breaking	the	four-minute	mile	(Peter	Phillips	

question	9.4).	Stephen	Layton	spoke	of	a	high	quality	recording	as	acting	like	a	carrot	that	

encourages	all	other	performers	to	meet	that	new	standard	(Stephen	Layton	question	9.4).	

Christopher	Page	spoke	of	how	the	process	of	being	able	to	hear	oneself	gives	a	much	greater	

opportunity	for	refinement	of	skills:		

The	ability	for	musicians	to	actually	hear	themselves	objectively,	which	clearly	was	a	

very	deep	shock	to	some.	It	is	something	that	introduces	a	qualitative	shift...	

(Christopher	Page	question	8.9)	

David	Skinner	reflected	on	the	way	the	possibility	of	digital	editing	had	been	adopted	by	the	

majority	of	recording	artists	within	early	choral	music	today	(David	Skinner	question	9.4).	

However,	comments	by	the	interviewees	about	the	effect	of	recordings	to	raise	the	overall	

performance	standard	seemed	to	also	link	the	recordings	to	a	loss	of	spontaneity	and	

expression	(Stephen	Layton	question	9.3	and	Christopher	Page	question	9.4).	

Also	falling	under	the	banner	of	the	impact	of	the	recording	industry	is	how	improvements	

in	recording	technology	have	influenced	audiences.	Of	course	this	is	not	as	clear	an	issue	as	
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two	sides	of	a	coin,	as	the	two	are	intrinsically	linked,	with	performers	responding	to	the	

demands	of	their	audiences,	which	themselves	are	informed	by	the	recorded	performances	

to	which	audiences	have	been	exposed.	Peter	Phillips	seemed	to	refer	to	the	consequences	

of	this	relationship	between	performer	and	audience	when	catalysed	by	the	presence	of	

recordings,	when	he	spoke	of	how	his	education	of	the	audience,	through	both	

performances	and	recordings,	had	pushed	him	even	harder	in	order	to	stay	ahead	of	their	

knowledge	base	(Peter	Phillips	question	9.5).	Harry	Christophers	noted	that	the	

commercialisation	of	recordings	of	early	choral	music	has	seemed	to	coincide	with	the	opening	

of	new	repertoires	to	public	consumption	(Harry	Christophers	question	9.4).	

The	issues	to	do	with	the	impact	of	modern	recording	technology	on	both	performers	and	

audiences	reveal	many	avenues	for	further	research.	A	longitudinal	approach	to	recordings	of	

choral	music	over	the	twentieth	century	could	be	used	to	see	if	the	opinions	of	some	of	the	

interviewees	that	recordings	have	bred	increasingly	bland	performances	are	borne	out	in	

reality.	The	implication	of	Harry	Christophers’s	statement	linking	commercialisation	with	the	

exploration	of	new	repertoires	also	begs	further	investigation.	Some	possible	research	

questions	are:	Are	changes	in	repertoire	being	driven	by	the	recording	companies,	the	

performers,	the	academics,	or	audiences?	Do	recordings	of	new	repertoires	actually	result	in	

additional	sales,	or	is	this	interpretation	of	sales	figures	biased	by	the	desires	of	performers	to	

still	be	on	a	musical	frontier?	Do	recordings	of	well-known	early	repertoire	(e.g.	Allegri’s	

Miserere)	subsidise	the	recording	of	newly	discovered	works,	suggesting	that	repertoire	

decisions	are	not	being	led	by	an	audience	demand	for	new	works?	Does	this	have	an	effect	on	

other	traditional	classical	music	frontiers?	Does	the	phrase	“first	performance	in	modern	

times”	steal	audiences	who	would	otherwise	have	been	enticed	by	“world	premier”	

performances/recordings	of	new	music?	Furthermore,	how	has	the	influx	of	high-level	

recordings	affected	amateur	music	making?	Are	amateur	singers	put	off	when	high	quality	

recordings	can	be	easily	sourced	which	put	their	own	efforts	to	shame?	Does	this	have	an	

impact	for	live	musicians	working	in	fields	such	as	wedding	and	funeral	music,	who	have	to	

compete	with	a	perfectly	edited	recording	as	the	alternative	to	their	live	music-making?	It	is	

clear	that	multiple	avenues	of	research	have	been	opened	within	the	present	study	by	

discussion	of	the	impact	of	recording.	

6.3.6	ONE-PER-PART	VS.	MULTIPLE-VOICES-PER-PART	ENSEMBLES	

The	final	avenue	of	future	research	is	the	one	path	that	was	part	of	what	initially	drew	me	to	

this	topic	but	is	not	yet	fully	answered.	The	procedural	difference	between	one-per-part	and	

multiple-voices-per-part	ensembles	remains	to	be	thoroughly	investigated,	though	it	was	the	
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starting	point	for	my	interest	in	the	topic	at	hand	(as	outlined	in	Chapter	1).	It	is	a	topic	that	

arose	at	times	during	the	interviews,	but	was	never	directly	addressed.	Harry	Christophers	

alludes	to	the	fact	that,	while	he	conducts	a	small	choir,	it	is	the	one-per-part	ensemble	format	

that	is	documented	as	appropriate	practice	for	Renaissance	repertoire	(Harry	Christophers	

question	9.3).	Peter	Phillips	also	noted	the	fact	that	he	conducts	a	small	choir,	though	he	did	

not	elaborate	on	his	reasons	for	working	with	an	ensemble	of	that	size	as	opposed	to	a	one-

per-part	ensemble	(Peter	Phillips	question	4.4).	Phillips	also	suggested	that	his	choice	to	work	

with	multiple-voices-per-part	might	restrict	the	expression	of	the	singers	on	each	part,	a	

comment	that	connects	this	theme	to	point	6.2.2	above,	and	that	many	listeners	may	

associate	with	the	particular	quality	of	blend	he	has	achieved	with	The	Tallis	Scholars.	While	

research	has	been	done	from	the	point	of	view	of	which	is	more	prevalent	in	the	historical	

sources,209	no	large	scale	studies	have	looked	into	why	a	conductor	would	choose	to	work	with	

one	over	the	other:	in	particular,	why	one	would	choose	the	option	for	which	there	is	less	

historical	evidence.	Further	research	is	warranted	into	this	point	of	departure	between	the	

two	types	of	ensemble,	as	it	currently	still	rests	as	the	same	enigma	with	which	I	began	this	

research	journey.	

	 	

																																																													
209	For	example	see	Joshua	Rifkin,	'Bach's	Choir:	A	Preliminary	Report',	and	Andrew	Parrott	The	Essential	
Bach	Choir	(Woodbridge:	Boydell	Press,	2000).	
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APPENDIX	A:	LIST	OF	CHOIRS	OPERATING	1900-1968	

This	list	of	choirs	from	1900	–	1970,	was	compiled	as	part	of	Eva-Marie	Middleton’s	honours	
thesis,	entitled	“On	Twentieth	Century	Choral	Music:	An	investigation	of	compositional	
responses	to	the	rise	of	the	vocal	consort	group”	(submitted	for	the	degree	of	Bachelor	of	
Music	(Honours)	to	the	University	of	Western	Australia	in	2009).		
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APPENDIX	B:	PARTICIPANT	INFORMATION	FORM	

	
	

	

	

	

	

	

Dear <interviewee>, 

	

PhD Research Project 

Performance practice values in the twentieth century early music movement with 
reference to English a cappella choral music 

 

Participant Information Form 

I write on behalf of PhD candidate, Eva-Marie Middleton, to request your participation 
in a research project related to performance practice in early choral music. This PhD 
project aims to investigate the ways attitudes of performers of early music have 
changed over the twentieth century. It involves a study of reviews and articles about 
early music choral performance practice from the period 1900 – 1950, analysis of 
recordings from that same period, and structured interviews with current day early 
music performers. 

As a result of the significant contribution you have made to the performance of early 
choral music, we would like to interview you as part of this project. Interviews will last 
no more than 2 hours and will be held at a time and location negotiated to suit you. 
During the interview you will be played examples of recordings of early choral music 
from the first half of the twentieth century. Recordings will be provided to you ahead of 
time should you wish to listen to them in advance. After listening to the recordings, you 
will be asked to comment on them and answer questions as to your own approach to 
performance practice. Interviews will be recorded and transcribed for analysis. 

In order to benefit from the weight of your expertise within the early music scene, we 
would like to identify you as the interviewee within the final research paper. This will 
only be done with your express consent. You will be provided with a copy of the 
interview transcript prior to it being analysed, giving you the opportunity to edit any of 
your remarks. Only a transcript approved by you will be used in the research, with all 
other recordings of the interview and draft transcriptions being disposed of. 
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Should you be able to participate in this research project, we hope you would benefit 
from the opportunity to reflect on your role within the evolution of the early music 
movement, and on your own underlying attitudes to performance practice. Our hope in 
undertaking this study is to benefit the academic and choral communities in 
documenting the evolution of our musical culture while gaining a better understanding 
of the rapidly changing nature of musical tastes. 

Please be assured that, should you choose to participate in this study, you will be free 
to withdraw at any point, at which time all transcripts and recordings pertaining to you 
will be disposed of. 

Should you wish to take part, please complete and return a copy of the attached 
Participant Consent Form, and Eva-Marie will contact you to arrange an interview time. 
Please feel free to contact myself at the address above with any questions you may 
have. 

On behalf of Eva-Marie and myself, I hope you will be able to participate in this 
research project. 

 

Sincerely, 

	

Assoc/Prof Nicholas Bannan 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

*Approval to conduct this research has been provided by The University of Western Australia, in 
accordance with its ethics review and approval procedures. Any person considering participation in this 
research project, or agreeing to participate, may raise any questions or issues with the researchers at any 
time. 

In addition, any person not satisfied with the response of researchers may raise ethics issues or concerns, 
and may make any complaints about this research project by contacting the Human Research Ethics 
Office at The University of Western Australia on (08) 6488 3703 or by emailing to hreo-
research@uwa.edu.au 

All research participants are entitled to retain a copy of any Participant Information Form and/or Participant 
Consent Form relating to this research project. 
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APPENDIX	C:	PARTICIPANT	CONSENT	FORM	

	
	

	

	

	

	

PhD Research Project 

Performance practice values in the twentieth century early music movement with 
reference to English a cappella choral music 

Participant Consent Form 

I __________________ hereby voluntarily consent to participate in the PhD research 
project entitled Performance practice values in the twentieth century early music 
movement with reference to English a cappella choral music. 

I have been advised as to the nature of the interview, the purpose for collecting these 
interviews, and what will be done with the interview transcripts and recordings upon 
completion of the research. 

I have been advised that I will be identified as an interview subject within the final 
research publication. I understand that I will be given the opportunity to edit interview 
transcripts prior to their being analysed and myself identified as the interviewee. 

I have read the information provided and any questions I have asked have been 
answered to my satisfaction. I agree to participate in this activity, realising that I may 
withdraw at any time without reason and without prejudice. 

 

__________________   __________________  
Participant     Date 

*Approval to conduct this research has been provided by The University of Western Australia, in 
accordance with its ethics review and approval procedures. Any person considering participation in this 
research project, or agreeing to participate, may raise any questions or issues with the researchers at any 
time. 

In addition, any person not satisfied with the response of researchers may raise ethics issues or concerns, 
and may make any complaints about this research project by contacting the Human Research Ethics 
Office at The University of Western Australia on (08) 6488 3703 or by emailing to hreo-
research@uwa.edu.au 

All research participants are entitled to retain a copy of any Participant Information Form and/or Participant 
Consent Form relating to this research project. 
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APPENDIX	D:	INTERVIEWEE	BIOGRAPHIES	

Christopher	Page	

The	following	biography	is	taken	from	“College	Fellows	and	Staff:	Professor	Christopher	H	

Page”	(2015)	Sidney	Sussex	College,	accessed	at	

http://www.sid.cam.ac.uk/aboutus/people/person.html?crsid=chp1000	on	30th	March	

2015.	

Christopher	Page	is	a	Fellow	of	the	British	Academy,	Professor	of	Medieval	Music	and	

Literature	in	the	University	of	Cambridge	and	from	October	2014	Gresham	Professor	of	Music	

at	Gresham	College,	London	(founded	1597)	for	three	years.	He	holds	the	Dent	Medal	of	the	

Royal	Musical	Association	awarded	for	outstanding	services	to	musicology.	In	1981	he	founded	

the	professional	vocal	ensemble	Gothic	voices	now	with	twenty-five	CDs	in	the	catalogue,	

three	of	which	won	the	coveted	Gramophone	Early	Music	Record	of	the	Year	award.	The	

ensemble	has	performed	in	Britain,	France,	Germany,	Portugal,	Spain,	Italy,	Sicily,	Sweden,	

America,	Israel,	Poland,	Belgium,	the	Netherlands,	Switzerland,	Austria	and	Finland.	London	

dates	included	twice-yearly	sell-out	concerts	at	London's	Wigmore	Hall.	The	ensemble	gave	its	

first	Promenade	Concert	in	1989.	The	group's	work	has	been	chronicled	most	recently	in	

Daniel	Leech-Wilkinson,	The	Modern	Invention	of	Medieval	Music	(CUP,	2007)	and	Richard	

Taruskin,	Text	and	Act	(OUP,	2006).	Page's	major	350,000	word	study,	The	Christian	West	and	

its	Singers:	The	First	Thousand	Years,	was	published	by	Yale	University	Press	in	2010.	Between	

1989	and	1997,	he	was	presenter	of	BBC	Radio	3's	Early	Music	Programme,	Spirit	of	the	Age,	

and	a	presenter	of	the	Radio	4	arts'	magazine	Kaleidoscope.	He	has	been	chairman	of	the	

National	Early	Music	Association	and	of	the	Plainsong	and	Medieval	Music	Society	(founded	

1889)	of	whose	new	journal,	now	published	by	Cambridge	University	Press,	he	was	a	founding	

editor.	He	serves	on	the	editorial	boards	of	the	journals	Early	Music	(OUP)	and	Plainsong	and	

Medieval	Music	(CUP).	Christopher	Page	was	elected	a	Fellow	of	the	Society	of	Antiquaries	in	

2008.	He	is	currently	completing	a	monograph	on	the	Tudor	guitar,	representing	the	more	

academic	side	of	his	interest	in	playing	guitars	of	the	sixteenth-nineteenth	centuries	in	a	

historically	informed	manner.	He	is	currently	exploring	the	works	of	Charles	IIs	court	guitarist,	

Francesco	Corbetta,	on	his	five-course	baroque	guitar.	In	2012,	he	was	a	founder	member	of	

the	Consortium	for	Guitar	Research	at	Sidney	Sussex	College,	an	affiliate	of	the	Royal	Musical	

Association.	

DISCOGRAPHY	(selection;	all	on	the	hyperion	label;	for	pictures	of	sleeves	and	reviews	from	

world	press	visit	http://www.hyperion-records.co.uk/):	The	Voice	in	the	Garden	Hildegard:	A	
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feather	on	the	breath	of	God	(Gramophone	Award.	The	Guardian	Choral	Record	of	the	Year,	

1982).	A	Song	for	Francesca	(Gramophone	Award),	The	Service	of	Venus	and	Mars	

(Gramophone	Award),	Jerusalem,	Vision	of	Peace,	Lancaster	and	Valois,	Machaut:	Mirror	of	

Narcissus,	Music	for	the	Lion-Hearted	King,	The	Castle	of	Fair	Welcome,	The	Garden	of	

Zephirus,	The	Marriage	of	Heaven	&	Hell,	The	Medieval	Romantics,	The	Study	of	Love,	La	Rue:	

Missa	de	Feria/Missa	Sancta	Dei,	Masters	of	the	Rolls,	The	Earliest	Songbook	in	England.	The	

Spirits	of	England	&	France,	Vol.	1,	The	Spirits	of	England	&	France,	Vol.	2,	The	Spirits	of	

England	&	France,	Vol.	3,	The	Spirits	of	England	&	France,	Vol.	4,	The	Spirits	of	England	&	

France,	Vol.	5.		

BOOKS:	Voices	and	Instruments	of	the	Middle	Ages	(London,	1987)	The	Owl	and	the	

Nightingale:	Musical	Life	and	Ideas	Medieval	France	(London,	1990).	The	Summa	Musicae:	A	

Thirteenth-century	Manual	for	Singers	(Cambridge,	1992).	Discarding	Images:	Reflections	on	

Musical	Life	in	Medieval	France	(Oxford,	1995).	Latin	Poetry	and	Conductus	Rhythm	in	

Medieval	France	(London,	Royal	Musical	Association,	1997).	Songs	and	Instruments	of	the	

Middle	Ages:	Studies	on	Texts	and	Performance	(Ashgate,	1999).	The	Christian	West	and	its	

Singers:	The	First	Thousand	Years	(Yale	University	Press,	2009).		

EDITIONS	OF	MUSIC:	Abbess	Hildegard	of	Bingen	:	Sequences	and	Hymns	(Newton	Abbot	:	

Antico	Edition,	1982)	Songs	of	the	Trouveres	(Newton	Abbot	:	Antico	Edition,	1995)	Jerusalem	:	

Vision	of	Peace	(Newton	Abbot	:	Antico	Edition,	1998)	
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David	Skinner	

The	following	biography	is	taken	from	“College	Fellows	and	Staff:	Dr	David	G	Skinner”	

(2015)	Sidney	Sussex	College,	accessed	at	

http://www.sid.cam.ac.uk/aboutus/people/person.html?crsid=dgs38	on	30th	March	2015.	

David	Skinner	is	known	primarily	for	his	combined	role	as	a	researcher	and	performer	of	early	

music,	and	is	Fellow,	Director	of	Studies	and	the	Osborn	Director	of	Music	at	Sidney	Sussex	

College,	Cambridge,	and	an	Affiliated	Lecturer	in	the	Faculty	of	Music.	He	teaches	historical	

and	practical	topics	from	the	medieval	and	renaissance	periods.	From	1997	to	2001	he	was	a	

Postdoctoral	Fellow	of	the	British	Academy	at	Christ	Church,	Oxford	(where	he	was	a	Choral	

Scholar	from	1989	to	1994),	and	was	the	Lecturer	in	Music	at	Magdalen	College,	Oxford,	from	

2001	to	2006.	At	Cambridge	he	conducts	the	Choir	of	Sidney	Sussex	College,	with	whom	he	has	

toured	and	made	professional	recordings	(their	CD	of	Thomas	Tomkins	on	the	Obisidian	label,	

of	which	he	is	Artistic	Director,	received	Gramophone	Editor's	Choice	and	CD	of	the	Month	in	

February	2008).	He	also	directs	the	professional	consort	Alamire	(www.alamire.co.uk).	David	

has	published	widely	on	music	and	musicians	of	early	Tudor	England,	and	his	most	recent	

projects	include	the	collected	works	of	Nicholas	Ludford	(Early	English	Church	Music,	2003	&	

2005)	and	The	Arundel	Choirbook	(Duke	of	Norfolk:	Roxburghe	Club,	2003).	He	is	currently	

editing	the	Latin	church	music	of	John	Sheppard	for	publication	in	2009,	and	co-authoring	a	

book	on	Foundations	of	the	English	Choral	Tradition.	

SUBSTANTIAL	WORKS:	The	Arundel	Choirbook	(Duke	of	Norfolk:	Roxburghe	Club,	2003);	

Nicholas	Ludford	I:	Mass	Inclina	cor	meum	and	Antiphons,	Early	English	Church	Music,	44	

(London:	Stainer	&	Bell,	2003);	Nicholas	Ludford	II:	Six-part	Masses	and	Magnificat,	Early	

English	Church	Music,	46	(London:	Stainer	&	Bell,	2005).	

ARTICLES:	'The	Marian	Anthem	in	Late	Medieval	England',	in	The	Church	and	Mary,	Studies	in	

Church	History,	39	(Boydell	&	Brewer,	2004),	168-80;	'A	new	Elizabethan	keyboard	source	in	

the	archives	of	Arundel	Castle',	BRIO,	39	(Spring/Summer,	2002),	18-25;	'Music	and	the	

Reformation	at	Magdalen',	Magdalen	College	Record	(2002),	79-83;	'Discovering	the	

provenance	and	history	of	the	Caius	and	Lambeth	choirbooks',	Early	Music,	25	(1997),	245-66;	

'William	Cornysh:	Clerk	or	Courtier?',	The	Musical	Times	(May,	1997),	5-17;	'At	the	mynde	of	

Nycholas	Ludford:	new	light	on	Ludford	from	the	churchwardens'	accounts	of	St	Margaret's,	

Westminster',	Early	Music,	22	(1994),	393-413;	Articles	for	the	Grove	Dictionary	of	Music	and	

Musicians	and	the	New	Dictionary	of	National	Biography.	

SHEET	MUSIC:	William	Byrd:	Ego	sum	panis	vivus,	Tudor	Church	Music	(Oxford,	1996);	O	

magnum	mysterium,	Tudor	Church	Music	(Oxford,	1996);	Prevent	us,	O	Lord,	Tudor	Church	
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Music	(Oxford,	1994).	John	Taverner:	Le	Roy	Kyrie,	Tudor	Church	Music	(Oxford,	1994);	Christe	

Jesu,	pastor	bone,	Tudor	Church	Music	(Oxford,	1994).	Various	editions	from	commercial	

recordings	are	also	available	at	www.fretwork.co.uk		

REVIEWS:	R.	Sherr	(ed.),	The	Josquin	Companion	(Oxford,	2000),	in	Journal	of	Ecclesiastical	

History,	54	(2004),	780-82;	R.	Bowers,	English	church	polyphony.	Singers	and	sources	from	the	

14th	to	the	17th	century	(Ashgate,	1999);	J.	Harley,	William	Byrd:	Gentleman	of	the	Chapel	

Royal	(Scolar	Press,	1997),	in	Journal	of	Ecclesiastical	History,	51	(2000),	798-99;	'The	Byrd	

Edition:	Gradualia	II',	Early	Music,	26	(1998),	151-52;	'Music	from	the	Peterhouse	Partbooks',	

Early	Music,	23	(1995),	509-10.	

RECORDINGS:	Ludwig	Senfl:	Missa	Paschalis,	Motetten	&	Lieder.	Choir	of	Sidney	Sussex	

College,	Cambridge,	with	QuintEssential	and	Andrew	Lawrence-King.	Obsidian	Records	(2008);	

Thomas	Tomkins:	These	Distracted	Times,	Alamire	&	Fretwork	with	the	Choir	of	Sidney	Sussex	

College,	Cambridge.	Obsidian	Records	(2007);	Josquin	Desprez:	Missa	D'ung	aultre	amer,	

Motets	&	Chansons,	Alamire	with	Andrew	Lawrence-King	(harp).	Obsidian	Records	(2007);	

Philippe	Verdelot:	Madrigals	for	a	Tudor	King,	Alamire	with	Lynda	Sayce	(lute).	Obsidian	

Records	(2007);	Music	from	the	Court	of	Henry	VIII,	Alamire	with	Lynda	Sayce	(lute)	and	Martin	

Souter	(clavichord).	Classical	Communications	(2006);	A	Gift	for	a	King:	a	Florentine	offering	to	

Henry	VIII,	Magdala.	Classical	Communications	(2006);	Music	for	Princes	and	Ambassadors,	

Magdala.	Classical	Communications	(2005);	Robert	Fayrfax:	Christmas	Meditations,	Magdala.	

Classical	Communications	(2004);	Treasury	of	Saints,	Magdala.	Classical	Communications	

(2003);	Glory	of	Gothic	(for	V&A	Enterprises),	Magdala.	Classical	Communications	(2002);	

Recordings	by	The	Cardinall's	Musick,	directed	by	Andrew	Carwood,	with	whom	I	worked	as	

co-artistic	director,	editor,	and	producer,	include	The	Byrd	Edition	(9	CDs	of	a	projected	14);	

the	collected	works	of	Nicholas	Ludford,	Robert	Fayrfax,	William	Cornysh,	and	John	Merbecke.	

See	www.cardinallsmusick.com	for	more	information.	
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Edward	Wickham		

The	following	biography	is	taken	from	“St	Catherine’s	College	Camrbidge	-	Fellows:	Dr	

Edward	Wickham”	(2015)	St	Catherine’s	College,	accessed	at	

http://www.caths.cam.ac.uk/home/index.php?m=page&id=114&sub_id=60&sub_offset=0&la

nded=true&sub_keys=0	on	30th	March	2015.	

Edward	Wickham	is	a	Fellow	and	Director	of	Music	at	St	Catharine’s	College,	Cambridge.	He	

combines	his	duties	in	Cambridge	with	performing	engagements	throughout	the	world,	

principally	with	The	Clerks,	the	vocal	ensemble	which	he	formed	in	1992.	

Dr	Wickham	read	Modern	History	at	Christ	Church,	Oxford	where	he	was	also	a	choral	scholar.	

His	performing	interests	the	led	him	to	read	for	an	MA	in	Medieval	Studies	at	King’s	College,	

London	and	finally	a	PhD	in	Music,	also	at	KCL,	under	the	supervision	of	Reinhard	Strohm.	As	

an	Affiliate	lecturer	at	the	Faculty	of	Music	in	Cambridge	he	lectures	and	supervises	on	15th	

and	16th	century	music,	the	history	of	musical	notation,	and	is	Course	Director	of	the	MMus	in	

Choral	Studies.	

In	2008	Dr	Wickham	established	the	St	Catharine's	Girls'	Choir	to	complement	the	existing	

mixed	student	choir,	and	which	remains	the	only	college-based	choir	for	girls	in	the	

country.		More	recently	he	set	up	The	Cambridge	Singing	School	which	caters	for	boys	and	girls	

and	offers	tuition	in	vocal	technique,	music	history	as	well	as	in	classical	choral	repertoire.	

With	The	Clerks,	Dr	Wickham	has	made	a	series	of	ground-breaking	recordings,	principally	of	

Franco-Flemish	Renaissance	music.	In	2001	the	ensemble	completed	a	Gramophone	award-

winning	survey	of	the	music	of	Jean	Ockeghem	and	more	recent	projects	have	included	first-

time	recordings	of	polyphony	by	composers	such	as	Josquin,	Barbireau	and	Regis.	With	The	

Clerks,	Edward	Wickham	has	pioneered	the	practice	of	singing	from	manuscript	notation,	a	

process	which	has	informed	many	of	the	group’s	recordings	and	live	performances.	

	In	recent	years,	Dr	Wickham	has	been	exploring,	through	collaborative	and	experimental	

projects,	modes	of	performance	which	break	out	of	the	traditional	Western	classical	

tradition.		With	multi-media	sound	installations,	partnerships	with	singers	from	the	Middle	

East,	and	ground-breaking	educational	and	outreach	programmes,	he	is	committed	to	

pursuing	an	idiosyncratic	agenda	of	artistic	innovation	and	social	participation.		His	latest	

project,	Tales	from	Babel,	is	funded	by	an	Arts	Award	from	the	Wellcome	Trust	and	entails	an	

investigation	of	the	phenomenon	of	‘auditory	streaming’	in	complex,	poly-textual	music.	
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Stephen	Layton  
The	following	biography	is	taken	from	“About”	(2014)	Stephen	Layton,	accessed	at	

http://www.stephenlayton.com/about	on	30th	March	2015.	

Stephen	Layton	is	the	Artistic	Director	and	Principal	Conductor	of	the	City	of	London	Sinfonia.	

Layton	guest	conducts	widely	and	has	worked	with	the	London	Philharmonic,	the	

Philharmonia,	the	Philadelphia,	the	Minnesota,	the	Melbourne	Symphony,	the	Auckland	

Philharmonia,	the	Hallé,	the	Royal	Liverpool	Philharmonic,	the	London	Sinfonietta,	the	English,	

Scottish,	and	Irish	Chamber	Orchestras,	the	Ulster,	the	Bournemouth	Symphony,	the	Royal	

Scottish	National,	the	Northern	Sinfonia	and	Australian	Chamber	Orchestras.		He	has	

collaborated	with	the	Academy	of	Ancient	Music,	The	Orchestra	of	the	Age	of	Enlightenment	

and	the	Britten	Sinfonia,	with	whom	he	has	recorded	a	wide	range	of	repertoire	including	

Handel,	Bach,	Bruckner,	and	Poulenc.		For	English	National	Opera	he	conducted	Bach’s	St	John	

Passion	in	a	stage	production	directed	by	Deborah	Warner.	

Stephen	Layton	is	the	Conductor	of	Polyphony	which	he	founded	in	1986.		He	has	been	Music	

Director	of	the	Holst	Singers	since	1993.		In	2006	he	was	made	a	Fellow	and	Director	of	Music	

of	Trinity	College,	Cambridge,	where	he	directs	The	Choir	of	Trinity	College	Cambridge.		From	

1997-2006,	he	was	Director	of	Music	at	London's	Temple	Church,	and	from	1999-2004	he	was	

Chief	Conductor	of	the	Netherlands	Kammerkoor.		From	2000-2012	he	was	Chief	Guest	

Conductor	of	the	Danish	National	Vocal	Ensemble.	

A	champion	of	new	music,	Stephen	Layton	has	premiered	new	works	and	recordings	with	a	

number	of	composers	including	Arvo	Pärt,	Thomas	Adès	and	James	MacMillan.		His	bold	

realisation	of	John	Tavener’s	epic	seven-hour	vigil,	The	Veil	of	the	Temple	-	a	new	departure	in	

British	music	-	was	premiered	in	2003	at	The	Temple	Church	London.		It	was	subsequently	

performed	in	2004	at	the	Royal	Albert	Hall	during	the	BBC	Proms,	and	in	the	Avery	Fisher	Hall,	

New	York,	as	part	of	the	Lincoln	Center	Festival.	

Stephen	Layton’s	discography	on	Hyperion	ranges	from	Handel	and	Bach	with	original	

instruments	to	Pärt,	Lukaszewski,	Lauridsen,	Whitacre	and	Ešenvalds.		He	has	received	two	

Gramophone	Awards	in	the	UK	and	the	Diapason	d’Or	in	France,	The	ECHO	Deutscher	

Musicpreis	in	German,	The	Compact	Award	in	Spain,	and	four	Grammy	nominations	in	the	

USA.	

Highlights	this	season	include	performances	of	Bach:	Mass	in	B	minor	with	the	Melbourne	

Symphony	Orchestra;	Bach:	St	John	Passion	with	the	Auckland	Philharmonia	and	Choir,	and	the	

Orchestra	of	the	Age	of	Enlightenment	&	Polyphony	in	London	and	at	DeSingel,	Antwerp;	
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Praulins:	The	Nightingale	with	the	Danish	National	Vocal	Ensemble	and	Michaela	Petri;	

appearances	with	the	MDR	Rundfunkchor	(Leipzig),	Eric	Ericson	Chamber	Choir	(Stockholm),	

and	the	Slovenian	Chamber	Choir.		

Projects	with	the	City	of	London	Sinfonia	include	a	performance	of	Pärt:	Litany,	with	the	

Hilliard	Ensemble	at	Southwark	Cathedral;	Tavener:	Protecting	Veil,	with	Matthew	Barley	at	

Christ	Church,	Spitalfields;	and	a	continuation	of	the	Fauré	Requiem	Tour,	which	began	last	

season.	

Highlights	in	recent	seasons	have	included	critically	acclaimed	performances	

of	Handel:	Joshua,	with	Opera	North;	Bach:	Christmas	Oratorio,	with	the	Copenhagen	

Philharmonic;	Handel:	Messiah,	with	the	Hallé	Orchestra	and	Chorus;	a	residency	at	

the	Cheltenham	Festival,	with	The	Choir	of	Trinity	College	Cambridge	and	the	City	of	London	

Sinfonia;	performances	with	Polyphony	at	the	Concertgebouw,	Amsterdam;	Three	Choirs	

Festival,	with	the	Philharmonia	Orchestra;	and	the	BBC	Proms,	with	the	City	of	London	

Sinfonia.	
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Harry	Christophers	

The	following	biography	is	taken	from	“Biography”	(2015)	The	Sixteen	Ltd.,	accessed	at	

http://www.thesixteen.com/page/3177/Biography	on	30th	March	2015.	

Harry	Christophers	is	known	internationally	as	Founder	and	Conductor	of	The	Sixteen	as	well	

as	a	regular	guest	conductor	for	many	of	the	major	symphony	orchestras	and	opera	companies	

worldwide.	He	has	directed	The	Sixteen	choir	and	orchestra	throughout	Europe,	America	and	

the	Asia-Pacific	region,	gaining	a	distinguished	reputation	for	his	work	in	Renaissance,	Baroque	

and	21st-century	music.	

He	has	made	a	significant	contribution	to	the	recording	catalogue	(already	comprising	over	

120	titles)	for	which	he	has	won	numerous	awards	including	the	coveted	Gramophone	Award	

for	Early	Music	and	the	prestigious	Classical	Brit	Award	in	2005	for	his	disc	Renaissance.	His	CD	

IKON	was	nominated	for	a	2007	Grammy	and	his	second	recording	of	Handel’s	Messiah	on	The	

Sixteen’s	own	label	CORO	won	the	prestigious	MIDEM	Classical	Award	2009.	In	2009	he	also	

received	the	coveted	Gramophone	Artist	of	the	Year	award	as	well	as	Best	Baroque	Vocal	for	

Handel’s	Coronation	Anthems.	In	2011	he	featured	with	The	Sixteen	in	the	highly	successful	

BBC	television	series,	Sacred	Music,	presented	by	actor	Simon	Russell	Beale	–	the	latest	hour-

long	programme	was	aired	in	December	2011,	to	mark	the	400th	anniversary	of	the	death	of	

the	Spanish	composer	Tomás	Luis	de	Victoria.	

Harry	Christophers	is	the	Artistic	Director	of	Boston’s	Handel	and	Haydn	Society	(H+H).	Since	

his	appointment	in	2009,	Christophers	has	led	the	chorus	and	period	ensemble	through	a	

series	of	ambitious	projects	in	the	build-up	to	the	organisation’s	2015	Bicentennial	with	a	

showcase	of	works	premiered	in	the	US	by	H+H	since	1815,	broad	education	programming,	

and	the	release	of	a	series	of	recordings	on	the	CORO	label.	He	is	Principal	Guest	Conductor	of	

the	Granada	Symphony	Orchestra	and	regularly	appears	with	the	Academy	of	St	Martin-in-the-

Fields.	

Harry	Christophers	has	been	Artistic	Director	of	Boston’s	Handel	and	Haydn	Society	since	2008	

and	will	continue	in	this	role	until	at	least	2015.	He	is	Principal	Guest	Conductor	of	the	

Granada	Symphony	Orchestra	and	regularly	appears	with	the	Academy	of	St	Martin-in-the-

Fields.	

As	well	as	performing	on	the	concert	stage	Harry	Christophers	continues	to	lend	his	artistic	

direction	to	opera.	In	2006,	Mozart’s	anniversary	year,	he	conducted	Mozart’s	Mitridate	for	

the	Granada	Festival	and	after	his	outstanding	success	at	Buxton	Opera	in	past	seasons,	he	

returned	in	2012	to	conduct	Handel’s	Jephtha.	Previous	opera	productions	include	Mozart’s	
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Die	Zauberflöte	and	Purcell’s	King	Arthur	for	Lisbon	Opera,	Monteverdi’s	The	Coronation	of	

Poppea,	Handel’s	Ariodante	and	Gluck’s	Orfeo	for	English	National	Opera	and	the	UK	premiere	

of	Messager’s	Fortunio	for	Grange	Park	Opera.	

Harry	Christophers	received	a	CBE	in	the	Queen’s	2012	Birthday	Honours	List.	He	is	an	

Honorary	Fellow	of	Magdalen	College,	Oxford,	as	well	as	the	Royal	Welsh	College	of	Music	and	

Drama,	and	has	an	Honorary	Doctorate	in	Music	from	the	University	of	Leicester.	
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Robert	Hollingworth	

The	following	biography	is	taken	from	“Biographies	for	concert	programmes”	(2015)	I	

Fagiolini,	accessed	at	http://www.ifagiolini.com/information-for-promoters/biographies/	on	

30th	March	2015.		

Robert	Hollingworth	founded	the	solo-voice	ensemble	I	Fagiolini	in	1986.	With	them	he	has	

recorded	18	CDs	and	2	DVDs,	toured	internationally	and	undertaken	many	innovative	

productions	such	as	Simunye,	The	Full	Monteverdi	and	Tallis	in	Wonderland.	The	group	was	

awarded	the	Royal	Philharmonic	Society’s	Ensemble	Award	in	2005.	He	has	also	directed	other	

ensembles,	notably	the	Academy	of	Ancient	Music,	English	Concert,	BBC	Concert	Orchestra,	

Accentus	(France)	NDR	Choir	(Germany)	and	Netherlands	Chamber	Choir.	Engagements	for	

2011-2012	include	conducting	the	BBC	Singers	for	the	BBC	Proms,	Handel	Judas	Maccabaeus	

for	Sinfonieorchester	Wuppertal,	Wroclaw	Philharmonic	Choir,	a	tour	of	Striggio,	

collaborations	with	Australian	circus	group	Circa	and	a	project	with	Opera	North.	In	2004	

Robert	directed	a	ground-breaking	new	music-theatre	project	(Faust)	set	in	startling	venues	

such	as	an	Amsterdam	vast	ship-building	yard	and	a	disused	station.	In	Holland	he	directed	

Opera	Zuid’s	underground	production	of	Monteverdi’s	L’Orfeo.	Robert	founded	the	

spectacular	Islington	Winter	Music	Festival,	writes	and	presents	programmes	for	BBC	Radio,	

notably	‘The	Early	Music	Show’	and	‘Discovering	Music’.	He	is	a	judge	on	the	UK’s	Choir	of	the	

Year	and	has	worked	on	a	number	of	films	including	Quills.	From	2006-9	he	was	an	artistic	

advisor	to	the	York	Early	Music	Festival	and	since	then	has	advised	the	Trigonale	Festival,	

Austria.	In	2011,	his	world	première	recording	of	Striggio’s	(until	recently)	lost	Mass	in	40	Parts	

was	released	on	Decca	with	an	all-star	UK	line-up,	remaining	at	the	top	of	the	specialist	

classical	chart	for	nearly	four	months.	Monteverdi	and	Monty	Python	are	equal	influences.	
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John	Potter	

The	following	biography	is	taken	from	“Biography”	(2015)	John	Potter,	accessed	at	

http://www.john-potter.co.uk/biography.php	on	30th	March	2015.	

John	Potter's	musical	collaborators	include	lutenist	Ariel	Abramovich,	the	Dowland	Project,	

Red	Byrd,	the	Gavin	Bryars	Ensemble	and	the	German	ensemble	The	Sound	&	The	Fury.	With	

fellow	tenors	Christopher	O'Gorman	and	Rogers	Covey-Crump	he	is	a	part	of	the	

Hyperion/University	of	Southampton	Conductus	Project.	A	writer	and	scholar	as	well	as	a	

singer,	he	has	published	four	books	on	singing	and	is	a	former	British	Library	Edison	Fellow.	He	

is	Reader	Emeritus	in	Music	at	the	University	of	York,	having	left	the	university	in	2010	to	focus	

on	his	portfolio	of	freelance	projects.	His	non-performing	activities	have	included	publishing	

articles	and	research	papers,	examining	doctoral	theses	in	Europe	and	the	UK	and	coaching	

ensembles	in	Europe	and	the	USA.	

	John's	eclectic	performing	experience	has	ranged	from	first	performances	of	works	by	Berio,	

Stockhausen,	James	Dillon,	Arvo	Pärt,	Gavin	Bryars	and	Michael	Finnissy	to	backing	vocals	for	

Manfred	Mann,	Mike	Oldfield	and	The	Who	(among	others).	Red	Byrd,	the	group	he	founded	

with	bass	Richard	Wistreich,	has	recorded	music	as	diverse	as	Monteverdi	(both	straight	and	

with	electric	guitars),	Leonin	(3	albums	for	Hyperion)	and	the	Led	Zeppelin	bassist	John	Paul	

Jones	(for	Factory	Records).	He	was	a	major	contributor	to	the	Hilliard	Ensemble's	Officium	

project	(for	which	he	has	five	gold	discs),	and	subsequently	developed	many	of	the	ideas	in	

The	Dowland	Project's	four	albums	for	ECM.	He	also	produced	the	first	three	ECM	albums	by	

the	Scandinavian	Trio	Mediaeval.	

	Current	projects	include	new	music	for	voices	&	lutes	by	Genesis	keyboardist	Tony	Banks,	Led	

Zeppelin	bassist	John	Paul	Jones	and	Sting,	and	the	Conductus	Project	will	see	three	albums	of	

12th/13th	century	music	for	Hyperion.	His	lute	song	repertoire	with	Ariel	Abramovich	ranges	

from	Thomas	Ford	to	Benedetto	Ferrari	and	beyond,	and	includes	programmes	of	Dowland	

and	Campion.	He	is	also	a	regular	contributor	to	the	Sound	&	Fury's	Paradise	Regained	CD	

series.	
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Peter	Phillips	

The	following	biography	is	taken	from	“Peter	Phillips”	(2015)	The	Tallis	Scholars,	accessed	at	

http://www.thetallisscholars.co.uk/about-us/peter-phillips	on	30th	March	2015.	

Peter	Phillips	has	made	an	impressive	if	unusual	reputation	for	himself	in	dedicating	his	life’s	

work	to	the	research	and	performance	of	Renaissance	polyphony.	Having	won	a	scholarship	to	

Oxford	in	1972,	Peter	Phillips	studied	Renaissance	music	with	David	Wulstan	and	Denis	Arnold,	

and	gained	experience	in	conducting	small	vocal	ensembles,	already	experimenting	with	the	

rarer	parts	of	the	repertoire.	He	founded	the	Tallis	Scholars	in	1973,	with	whom	he	has	now	

appeared	in	over	1900	concerts	and	made	over	50	discs,	encouraging	interest	in	polyphony	all	

over	the	world.	As	a	result	of	his	work,	through	concerts,	recordings,	magazine	awards	and	

publishing	editions	of	the	music	and	writing	articles,	Renaissance	music	has	come	to	be	

accepted	for	the	first	time	as	part	of	the	mainstream	classical	repertoire.	The	Tallis	Scholars	

celebrated	their	40th	anniversary	in	2013	with	99	concerts,	worldwide.	

Apart	from	the	Tallis	Scholars,	Peter	Phillips	continues	to	work	with	other	specialist	ensembles.	

He	has	appeared	with	the	BBC	Singers,	the	Collegium	Vocale	of	Ghent	and	the	Netherlands	

Chamber	Choir,	and	is	currently	working	with	the	Choeur	de	Chambre	de	Namur,	Intrada	of	

Moscow,	Musica	Reservata	of	Barcelona	and	El	Leon	de	Oro	of	Orviedo.	He	gives	numerous	

master-classes	and	choral	workshops	every	year	around	the	world	–	amongst	other	places	in	

Rimini	(Italy),	Evora	(Portugal)	and	Barcelona	(Spain)	–	and	is	also	Artistic	Director	of	the	Tallis	

Scholars	Summer	Schools:	annual	choral	courses	based	in	Uppingham	(UK),	Seattle	(USA)	and	

Sydney	(Australia)	dedicated	to	exploring	the	heritage	of	renaissance	choral	music,	and	

developing	a	performance	style	appropriate	to	it	as	pioneered	by	The	Tallis	Scholars.	In	2014	

he	launched	the	London	International	A	Cappella	Choir	Competition	in	St	John's	Smith	Square,	

attracting	choirs	from	all	over	the	world.	

In	addition	to	conducting,	Peter	Phillips	is	well-known	as	a	writer.	For	31	years	he	has	

contributed	a	regular	music	column	(as	well	as	one,	more	briefly,	on	cricket)	to	The	Spectator.	

In	1995	he	became	the	owner	and	Publisher	of	The	Musical	Times,	the	oldest	continuously	

published	music	journal	in	the	world.	His	first	book,	English	Sacred	Music	1549–1649,	was	

published	by	Gimell	in	1991,	while	his	second,	What	We	Really	Do,	an	unblinking	account	of	

what	touring	is	like,	alongside	insights	about	the	make-up	and	performance	of	polyphony,	was	

published	in	2003	and	again	in	2013.	

Peter	Phillips	has	made	numerous	television	and	radio	broadcasts.	Besides	those	featuring	The	

Tallis	Scholars	(which	include	live	broadcasts	from	the	1988,	2001,	2003,	2007,	2008,	2011	and	

2013	Proms),	he	has	appeared	several	times	on	the	BBC’s	Music	Weekly	and	on	the	BBC	World	
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Service,	on	Kaleidoscope	(BBC	Radio	4),	on	Today	(BBC	Radio	4),	National	Public	Radio	in	the	

US	and	on	German,	French,	Italian,	Spanish	and	Canadian	radio,	where	he	has	enjoyed	

deploying	his	love	of	languages.	In	1990	ITV’s	The	South	Bank	Show	featured	Peter’s	‘personal	

odyssey’	with	the	Tallis	Scholars;	while	in	2002	a	special	television	documentary	was	made	for	

the	BBC	about	the	life	and	times	of	William	Byrd.	

Peter	has	recently	been	appointed	a	Reed	Rubin	Director	of	Music	and	Bodley	Fellow	at	

Merton	College,	Oxford,	where	the	new	choral	foundation	he	helped	to	establish	began	

singing	services	in	October	2008.	They	gave	their	first	live	broadcast	on	BBC	Radio	Three’s	

Choral	Evensong	in	October	2011.	In	2005	Peter	Phillips	was	made	a	Chevalier	de	l’Ordre	des	

Arts	et	des	Lettres	by	the	French	Minister	of	Culture,	a	decoration	intended	to	honour	

individuals	who	have	contributed	to	the	understanding	of	French	culture	in	the	world.	
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James	O’Donnell	

The	following	biography	is	taken	from	“James	O’Donnell”	(2015)	The	Dean	and	Chapter	of	

Westminster,	accessed	at	http://www.westminster-abbey.org/music/the-music-

department/james-odonnell	on	30th	March	2015.	

James	O'Donnell	is	Organist	and	Master	of	the	Choristers	of	Westminster	Abbey.	

Internationally	recognised	as	a	conductor	and	organ	recitalist,	he	has	given	concerts	all	over	

the	world,	including	the	United	States,	Japan,	Australia,	New	Zealand,	and	throughout	Europe,	

and	appeared	as	organ	soloist	in	the	BBC	Proms	and	at	many	other	festivals.	

James	O'Donnell	was	a	junior	exhibitioner	at	the	Royal	College	of	Music	and	subsequently	

Organ	Scholar	of	Jesus	College,	Cambridge,	where	he	read	music	and	studied	the	organ	with	

Peter	Hurford,	Nicolas	Kynaston	and,	later,	David	Sanger.	He	was	appointed	first	Assistant	

Master	of	Music	and,	six	years	later,	Master	of	Music	at	Westminster	Cathedral.	During	his	

twelve-year	tenure	as	Master	of	Music,	the	Choir	of	Westminster	Cathedral	became	one	of	the	

most	highly-regarded	choirs	in	the	world,	winning	many	plaudits,	including	the	Gramophone	

'Record	of	the	Year'	award	(for	its	Hyperion	recording	of	masses	by	Frank	Martin	and	Pizzetti	in	

1998),	and	the	Royal	Philharmonic	Society	award	(1999),	both	of	which	were	unprecedented	

for	a	Cathedral	Choir.	

In	January	2000	James	O'Donnell	was	appointed	Organist	and	Master	of	the	Choristers	at	

Westminster	Abbey.	In	addition	to	a	full	schedule	of	daily	choral	services,	his	responsibilities	

have	recently	included	directing	the	music	for	a	service	in	the	presence	of	Pope	Benedict	XVI	in	

2010	and	the	Wedding	of	The	Duke	and	Duchess	of	Cambridge	in	April	2011.	In	recent	years	

the	Abbey	Choir's	external	engagements	have	included	tours	to	the	Far	East,	the	United	States,	

Australia,	Denmark,	Germany,	Russia,	Spain,	Hungary	and,	in	June	2012,	Rome,	where	the	

Abbey	Choir	sang	in	a	historic	partnership	with	the	Sistine	Chapel	Choir	at	the	Pope's	

invitation.	

Alongside	his	responsibilities	at	the	Abbey,	James	O'Donnell	has	worked	widely	as	soloist	and	

director	with	many	of	the	country's	leading	orchestras	and	ensembles.		In	2011	he	became	

Music	Director	of	St	James's	Baroque.	He	is	Visiting	Professor	of	Organ	and	of	Choral	

Conducting	at	the	Royal	Academy	of	Music,	and	in	November	2010	he	was	Artist	in	Residence	

at	Yale	University.	He	was	awarded	the	papal	honour	of	Knight	Commander	of	the	Order	of	St	

Gregory	in	1999.	He	received	Honorary	Membership	of	the	Royal	Academy	of	Music	in	2002,	

and	a	Fellowship	of	the	Royal	College	of	Music	in	2009.	He	was	elected	an	Honorary	Fellow	of	

Jesus	College,	Cambridge	in	2011	and	received	an	Honorary	Doctorate	of	Music	from	the	

University	of	Aberdeen	in	July	2013.	
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APPENDIX	E:	INTERVIEW	SCHEDULE	

BIOGRAPHICAL	INFORMATION	

1.1		 Firstly,	could	you	please	tell	me	how	you	first	came	to	be	involved	in	choral	music?	

(training,	inspiration	as	a	child,	a	particular	repertoire)	

1.2		 What	moved	you	to	be	involved	in	choral	direction	in	particular?	

1.3		 What	was	your	introduction	to	early	choral	music?	(pre-baroque,	Tudor	or	earlier)	

PERFORMANCE	APPROACHES	

2.1		 Can	you	identify	any	specific	influences	on	your	approach	to	directing	early	choral	

music?	(any	traditions	you	align	with,	past	conductors	you	admired)	

2.2		 What	would	be	your	major	aesthetic	concerns	in	putting	together	a	performance	of	

early	choral	music?	(choral	blend,	individual	lines,	ethereal	quality,	passionate	singing,	

importance	of	text,	novelty	in	choosing	repertoire,	challenging	listening	experience,	

sleep	inducing	listening	experience,	sounding	not	contemporary)	

2.3		 What	would	be	the	highest	praise	you	are	looking	for	in	a	review?	(sublime,	

passionate,	novelty/unique)	

BACKGROUND	TO	THE	PERIOD	RECORDINGS	

3.1		 What	do	you	think	of	when	I	say	period	recordings?	What	are	your	preconceptions?	

3.2		 Have	you	listened	to	old	recordings	from	the	first	half	of	the	twentieth	century	before?	

COMMENTARY	ON	RECORDING	1	

I’m	now	going	to	play	you	a	series	of	recordings	from	the	first	half	of	the	twentieth	century.	

You	can	ask	to	hear	a	recording	played	as	many	times	as	you	wish,	and	you	can	make	that	

request	at	any	time	during	the	interview.	Please	listen	critically	as	the	following	questions	ask	

you	to	assess	the	recorded	performance	style	as	well	as	to	compare	it	to	your	own.	

The	first	recording	I’m	going	to	play	you	is	of	Byrd’s	Ave	Verum	Corpus,	recorded	in	1924	by	

The	English	Singers.	 	

4.1		 Are	you	familiar	with	the	vocal	ensemble	The	English	Singers?	
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Background	information:	They	were	a	professional	vocal	ensemble	in	the	first	half	of	the	

twentieth	century,	which	toured	internationally	performing	madrigals,	motets,	a	lot	of	Tudor	

music	and	also	some	contemporary	classical	music	by	composers	such	as	Vaughan	Williams,	

and	lighter	folk	song	repertoire.	They	were	one	per	part,	one	female	and	three	male	singers.	An	

equivalent	group	today	would	be	The	Sixteen	or	The	Hilliard	Ensemble,	in	terms	their	rate	of	

touring	and	recording,	being	very	prolific	in	both	those	areas,	but	also	in	terms	of	combining	

performances	of	early	choral	music	with	more	recent	compositions.	

PLAY	RECORDING	

4.2		 What	are	your	first	reactions	to	that	recording?	

4.3		 How	would	you	assess/review	that	performance	if	it	were	given	today?	

4.4		 We	talked	before	about	your	aesthetic	values	in	creating	a	performance	of	early	choral	

music.	What	aesthetic	values	do	you	perceive	as	present	in	this	performance?	

I’d	like	to	read	you	the	following	quote:	

The	singers	in	the	choral	records	are,	of	course,	The	English	Singers.	Individual	criticism	

is	out	of	place	in	discussing	an	ensemble,	but	I	feel	I	must	pay	tribute	to	the	women	

singers.	The	purity	of	their	tone	and	the	ease	with	which	they	attack	and	sustain	high	

notes,	are	a	real	refreshment.	I	got	more	joy	from	the	top	parts	of	these	choral	records	

than	from	lots	of	performances	by	the	numerous	queens	of	song.	These	choral	records	

are	fine	examples	of	the	possibilities	of	individuality	in	team	work.	The	singers	are	

extraordinarily	free,	yet	the	ensemble	is	about	as	near	perfection	as	possible.	There	is	

one	small	blemish	in	the	matter	of	blend;	I	feel	that	more	real	bass	quality	is	needed	at	

the	bottom.	I	was	not	conscious	of	this	defect	when	listening	to	the	party	at	first	hand	

some	months	ago,	so	it	is	evidently	a	matter	of	recording.1	

4.5		 Are	they	the	types	of	comments	you’d	like	to	be	said	about	your	own	performances?	

(Key	terms/concepts:	tone	purity;	attack	of	notes;	individuality	within	teamwork;	

freedom;	need	of	stronger	bass	in	the	blend)	

4.6		 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	the	recording	again	in	light	of	that	quotation?	

4.7		 Knowing	that	audiences	at	the	time	felt	this	way	about	performances	such	as	the	one	

you	just	heard,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	the	performance?	

																																																													

1	Discus,	'Gramophone	Notes',	The	Musical	Times,	64:966:8	(August	1923),	p562.	
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4.8		 Do	you	now	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	present	in	the	performance?	

4.9		 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	this	performance?	

COMMENTARY	ON	RECORDING	2	

Staying	with	The	English	Singers,	I	have	another	recording	I’d	like	to	play	you.	This	time	they	

are	performing	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born,	also	by	Byrd	and	also	recorded	in	a	1924,	but	a	bit	

more	lively	and	polyphonic	in	character.		

PLAY	RECORDING	

5.2	 What	are	your	first	reactions	to	this	recording,	with	its	different	musical	character?	

5.3	 How	would	you	assess	this	performance	if	it	were	given	today?	The	same	as	before	or	

differently?	

5.4	 Do	you	perceive	any	other	aesthetic	values	in	this	performance,	the	same	or	different	

to	the	previous	one?		

Here	is	another	quote,	this	time	about	a	live	performance	of	The	English	Singers:	

Among	the	audience	were	to	be	noticed	leading	members	of	society	and	

representatives	of	the	intellectual	world,	all	of	whom	enjoyed	not	only	the	singing,	

marked	for	its	perfect	unanimity	of	nuance	and	interpretation,	but	also	the	madrigals,	

motets,	ballets,	and	duets	by	Byrd,	Purcell,	and	Weelkes,	as	well	as	the	British	and	Irish	

songs,	in	which	a	revival	of	a	literature	almost	unknown	to	those	present	was	brought	

to	their	notice.2	

5.5	 Is	this	type	of	comment	something	you’d	like	to	be	said	about	your	own	

performances?	(Key	terms/concepts:	unanimity;	nuance;	interpretation;	unheard	

works)	

5.6	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	the	recording	again	in	light	of	that	quotation?	

5.7	 Knowing	that	audiences	at	the	time	felt	this	way	about	performances	such	as	the	one	

you	just	heard,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	the	performance?	

5.8	 Do	you	now	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	present	in	the	performance?	

5.9	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	this	performance?	

																																																													

2	Adolf	Weissmann,	'Musical	Notes	from	Abroad:	Germany',	The	Musical	Times,	64:963:5	(May	1923),	
p362.	
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(POSSIBLE	BREAK)	

6.1	 Returning	to	contemporary	choirs,	do	you	perceive	differences	between	the	

performances	of	choirs	resident	in	a	certain	place	(eg.	The	Choir	of	Trinity	College	

Cambridge	or	York	Minster),	as	opposed	to	choirs	that	aren’t	tied	to	a	specific	venue	

(eg.	The	Sixteen	or	The	Hilliard	Ensemble)?	

6.2	 Would	you	expect	these	differences	to	have	been	more	or	less	pronounced	in	the	

early	twentieth	century?	

COMMENTARY	ON	RECORDING	3	

I’m	first	going	to	play	you	a	recording	of	The	Choir	of	Westminster	Cathedral	recorded	in	1929.	

They	are	also	singing	Byrd’s	Ave	Verum	Corpus.		

7.1	 Are	you	familiar	with	the	reputation	of	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	in	the	1920s?	

Background	information:	They	were	the	ground-breaking	choir	in	England	with	their	founding	

director	of	music,	R.R.	Terry,	creating	the	first	editions	of	much	Tudor	music	and	giving	many	

modern	premieres	of	these	early	works	at	the	Cathedral.	So	in	everyway	they	were	equivalent	

to	Westminster	Cathedral	today	in	stature.	

PLAY	RECORDING	

7.2	 What	are	your	first	reactions	to	that	recording?	

7.3	 How	would	you	assess/review	that	performance	if	it	were	given	today?	

7.4	 We	talked	before	about	your	aesthetic	values	in	creating	a	performance	of	early	choral	

music.	What	aesthetic	values	do	you	perceive	as	present	in	this	performance?	

I’d	like	to	read	you	the	following	quote,	which	comes	from	a	review	of	recordings,	one	made	

by	Westminster	Abbey	and	the	other	from	Westminster	Cathedral:	

The	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	is	also	recorded,	and	inevitably	one	makes	

comparisons.	I	can't	say	good	things	about	the	music	of	the	Benediction	service	-	very	

ordinary	hymn-tunes	and	a	dullish	Motet	by	Eslava.	A	couple	of	Byrd	Motets	are	a	

better	test.	The	'	Ave	Regina'	opens	far	too	jerkily	by	the	trebles,	and	I	feel	that	the	

pace	throughout	is	too	quick.	The	fine	'Ave	Verum'	is	better	in	every	way	deeply	

expressive,	and	with	the	right	note	of	urgency	in	the	climaxes.	The	poignant	discords	-	

where	Byrd	writes	F	sharp	against	F	natural	and	again	B	flat	against	B	natural	-	seem	

to	be	toned	down	somewhat,	but	that	may	be	a	matter	of	recording.	There	are	

excellent	men's	voices	in	this	choir,	especially	in	the	bass	department,	but	I	very	much	
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prefer	the	Abbey	boys.	The	Cathedral	treble	tone	is	too	hooty,	and	even	'	Amen	'	comes	

out	as	'Oomoo’.3	

7.5	 Are	they	the	types	of	comments	you’d	like	to	be	said	about	your	own	performances?	

(Key	concepts:	expressive,	urgency,	excellent	basses)	
7.6	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	the	recording	again	in	light	of	that	quotation?	

7.7	 Knowing	that	audiences	at	the	time	felt	this	way	about	performances	such	as	the	one	

you	just	heard,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	the	performance?	

7.8	 Do	you	now	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	present	in	the	performance?	

7.9	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	this	performance?	

COMMENTARY	ON	RECORDING	4	

Staying	with	cathedral	choirs,	I’m	now	going	to	play	you	a	recording	of	The	Choir	of	York	

Minster	directed	by	Edward	Bairstow,	performing	Byrd’s	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born,	recorded	in	

1927.	

8.1	 Are	you	familiar	with	the	reputation	of	the	choir	of	York	Minster	in	the	1920s	under	

the	direction	of	Edward	Bairstow?	

Background:	They	were	highly	regarded	at	the	time	as	one	of	the	best	choirs	in	England	

working	both	in	Tudor	repertoire	as	well	as	giving	premiere’s	of	new	works	written	by	Bairstow	

and	other	contemporary	composers.	

PLAY	RECORDING	

8.2	 What	are	your	first	reactions	to	this	recording?	

8.3	 How	would	you	assess	this	performance	if	it	were	given	today?	The	same	as	before	or	

differently?	

8.4	 Do	you	perceive	any	other	aesthetic	values	in	this	performance,	the	same	or	different	

to	the	previous	one?		

Here	is	a	quote	about	a	live	performance	of	the	choir	of	York	Minster:	

																																																													

3	Discus,	'Gramophone	Notes',	The	Musical	Times,	70:1035:5	(May	1929),	pp423-4.	
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Byrd’s	‘Great	Service’	has	lately	been	sung	twice	at	York	Minster	–	an	ideal	building	for	

such	music.	The	performance,	under	Dr.	Bairstow,	was	notable	for	its	rhythmic	life	and	

its	expressive	–	even	dramatic	–	quality.4	

8.5	 Is	this	type	of	comment	something	you’d	like	to	be	said	about	your	own	

performances?	(Key	terms/concepts:	rhythm;	drama)	

8.6	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	the	recording	again	in	light	of	that	quotation?	

8.7	 Knowing	that	audiences	at	the	time	felt	this	way	about	performances	such	as	the	one	

you	just	heard,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	the	performance?	

8.8	 Do	you	now	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	present	in	the	performance?	

8.9	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	this	performance?	

CONCLUDING	COMMENTS	

That	concludes	the	main	part	of	this	interview.	I	just	have	some	final	questions	to	ask	you	

about	performance	of	early	choral	music	more	generally.	

9.1	 Do	you	think	the	performing	style	of	Tudor	choral	music	has	changed	over	the	

century?	How	so?	

9.2	 Do	you	think	the	performing	style	of	Tudor	choral	music	has	changed	over	your	own	

performing	career?	How	so?	

9.3	 Have	you	noticed	differences	over	time	in	your	own	approach	to	the	performance	of	

Tudor	choral	music?	What	are	these	differences?	

9.4	 Do	you	think	the	expectations	of	listeners/reviewers	when	they	come	to	a	

performance	of	this	repertoire	have	changed	over	the	century?	How	so?		

9.5	 Do	you	think	the	expectations	of	listeners/reviewers	when	they	come	to	a	

performance	of	this	repertoire	have	changed	over	your	own	performing	career?	How	

so?		

9.6	 What	role	do	you	feel	choirs	from	the	first	part	of	the	twentieth	century	have	played	in	

the	development	of	the	performing	style	for	Tudor	choral	music?		

9.7	 Would	your	feelings	be	more	in	line	with	this	quote:	

																																																													

4	Anonymous,	'Church	and	Organ	Music',	The	Musical	Times,	66:990:8	(August	1925),	p729.	
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...it	is	tempting	to	go	on	to	say	that	the	ensemble	singing	in	these	recordings,	whether	

from	the	1930s	or	the	1950s,	is	so	execrable	in	imprecision	of	pitch	and	timing	that	it	is	

hardly	surprising	that	unaccompanied	performance	was	not	taken	seriously	as	a	

general	medieval	practice…5	

9.8	 Do	you	consider	this	repertoire	to	be	part	of	early	music?	

9.9	 Do	you	feel	these	recordings	have	a	part	in	the	development	of	early	music?	

My	sincere	thanks	to	you	for	participating	in	this	study.		

	

	 	

																																																													

5	Daniel	Leech-Wilkinson,	The	Modern	Invention	of	Medieval	Music:	Scholarship,	Ideology,	Performance,	
eds	John	Butt	and	Laurence	Dreyfus	(Musical	Performance	and	Reception;	Cambridge:	Cambridge	
University	Press,	2002),	p89.	
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APPENDIX	F:	INTERVIEW	WITH	CHRISTOPHER	PAGE	

INTERV IEW	CONDUCTED 	BY 	EVA-MARIE 	MIDDLETON	2TH 	 JUNE 	2013 	

Interviewer	 Could	you	please	tell	me	how	you	first	came	to	be	involved	in	choral	

music?	

Christopher	Page	 	I	didn’t	begin	with	choral	music.	I	began	generally	with	medieval	music.	It	

really	started	when	I	was	a	schoolboy.	The	day	when	I	first	heard	

Chaucer’s	poetry	read	in	the	original	was	also	the	day	I	first	heard	a	

recording	by	Musica	Reservata,	which	was	an	ensemble	from	which	David	

Munrow’s	group	came,	a	very	formative	group.	Reservata	was	playing	in	

the	‘60s	and	I	listened	to	some	of	their	recordings.	I	was	drawn	to	the	

middle	ages	by	my	ear	and	I	always	have	been.	At	first	I	was	really	very	

much	interested	in	medieval	music	very	broadly.	I’ve	always	been	an	

instrumentalist	so	I	was	very	interested	in	the	instruments.	A	lot	of	my	

early	publications,	in	the	‘70s	for	example,	were	in	the	Galpin	Society	

Journal,	which	is	an	organological	journal.	Instruments	have	always	been	a	

great	interest	of	mine.	I	was	never	a	chorister	or	anything	like	that,	unlike	

most	of	the	people	I	worked	with.	

Interviewer	 How	did	you	move	into	directing?	

Christopher	Page	 I	had	a	particular	idea.	I	directed	a	number	of	student	groups	with	lots	of	

instruments	in	the	early	‘70s.	There	was	a	big	thing	called	the	York	Early	

Music	Festival	in	1977,	which	I	think	was	a	very	seminal	occasion.	It’s	

where	Andrew	Parrott	first	did	the	Machaut	Mass	at	low	pitch,	and	I	had	a	

group	in	that.	I	think	I	wanted	to	experiment	with	the	whole	business	of	

just	singing	a	lot	of	medieval	music	without	any	instruments,	and	it	was	

the	BBC	that	offered	me	the	opportunity	to	do	a	couple	of	programmes.	

There	was	no	one	else	to	direct	it	so	I	just	did	it.	I	chose	the	people	that	I	

wanted	to	have,	people	like	Margaret	Philpot,	and	Rogers	Covey-Crump,	a	

band	called	the	Medieval	Ensemble	of	London.	I	had	to	learn	it	all	on	the	

job.	With	virtually	everything	I’ve	ever	done	in	my	life	I’ve	been	

completely	self-taught.	I	don’t	really	feel	like	I’ve	had	a	lesson	in	anything.		

Interviewer	 So	you	came	from	medieval	first.	I’m	going	to	be	playing	Tudor	music	

today.	What’s	you	background	or	what’s	your	experience	of	Tudor	Music?	

Christopher	Page	 My	favourite	music	in	the	world	would	be	English	Catholic	choral	music	of	
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about	1500	to	about	1540.	I	don’t	need	anything	else.	Shepherd’s	Media	

Vita,	Taverner’s	Gaude	Gloriosa	Dei	Mater,	maybe	some	William	Byrd	

consort	songs,	but	basically	English	Tudor	polyphony	from	the	Henrician	

period	before	Mary.	I’d	say	it’s	my	favourite.	It’s	what	I	most	really	love.	

Interviewer	 When	did	you	first	come	into	that	repertoire?	

Christopher	Page	 If	you’re	born	and	brought	up	in	England	you	hear	it	everywhere.	Choirs	

do	it.	They	don’t	do	the	very	ambitious	Marian	antiphons,	but	they	do	a	

lot	of	the	psalter	settings	and	things	like	that.	Byrd	was	broadcast	a	very	

great	deal	when	I	was	a	kid,	on	Radio	3,	so	you	hear	a	lot	of	it.	At	Oxford	

and	Cambridge,	of	course,	the	chapel	choirs	sing	it	all	the	time,	so	it’s	

around	all	the	time.	All	the	tunes	of	the	Parker	Psalter	by	Tallis	were	sung	

at	college	last	term.	It’s	everywhere	really.	

Interviewer	 Can	you	identify	any	specific	influences	on	your	approach	in	directing	early	

choral	music?	

Christopher	Page	 Yes.	The	most	influential	person	really	was	Michael	Morrow.	Michael	

Morrow	founded	the	ensemble	Musica	Reservata	and	I	got	to	know	him	in	

the	very	early	‘70s.	He	was	the	person	who	was	really	the	most	visionary,	

auditionary,	I	suppose,	of	all	the	people	I	know	involved	in	early	music.	I	

think	his	approach	was	certainly	very	important	to	me.	Otherwise,	I	can’t	

think	of	anybody	else	in	particular,	certainly	nobody	continental.	I’ve	

hardly	ever	listened	for	more	than	ten	minutes	to	any	continental	band,	

I’m	afraid.	I	just	don’t	think	they	(continental	bands),	in	polyphony,	until	

quite	recently	anyway,	were	simply	exact	enough.	It	seemed	to	me,	

there’s	no	tradition	of	really	very	accurate	ensemble	singing	in	France.	

Certainly	not	in	Italy,	as	anyone	who’s	ever	heard	the	choir	of	St	Peter’s	in	

Rome	would	say.	All	the	people	who’ve	really	interested	me,	I’m	afraid	

have	been	very	British,	more	specifically	English.	It’s	mostly	in	England	

that	the	choral	part	of	the	early	music	revival	is	concentrated.	Indeed	the	

south	of	England,	quite	a	small	area.	But	as	an	individual	it	will	be	Michael	

Morrow.	

Interviewer	 OK.	I’m	going	to	have	a	couple	of	questions	today	which	ask	you	about	

aesthetic	concerns	or	aesthetic	values.	In	this	study	I’m	using	it	to	mean,	if	

you	think	of	all	the	elements	that	might	make	up	a	choral	performance,	

blend,	bringing	out	the	individual	lines,	the	idea	of	novelty	in	the	

repertoire,	asking	what	are	the	most	important	elements	when	you	put	

together	a	performance.	So	to	start	off,	what	are	your	major	aesthetic	
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concerns?	

Christopher	Page	 If	you’re	talking	about	Tudor	music,	I’ve	never	actually	really	been	

involved	in	the	performance	of	that.	But	certainly	for	medieval	music	the	

things	that	seem	to	me	to	be	most	important	were	things	that	have	a	

particular	historical	identity	to	them.	A	particularly	contingent	historical	

identity	in	the	sense	that	I	wanted	things	to	be	very	accurate.	I	wanted	

them	to	be	in	strict	time.	I	wanted	them	to	be	bang	in	tune.	All	of	which,	I	

think	I	can	argue,	are	priorities	that	emerge	after	reading	what	medieval	

writers	themselves	say	about	music.	Especially,	of	course,	the	so-called	

theorists,	who	are	much	concerned	with	scrupulous	measure	and	

exactitude.	But	on	the	other	hand,	one	can	easily	see	that	a	concern	for	

exactitude	and	a	concern	for	tuning	are	things	that	have	been	bred	very	

much	by	the	advent	of	the	age	of	recording.	The	kind	of	priorities	that	

recording	instils	in	people.	The	need	to	have	performances	which	can	be	

listened	to	again	and	again	without	anything	very	idiosyncratic	getting	on	

your	nerves.	What	the	study	of	early	recordings	teaches	us	very	firmly	is	

that	earlier	periods	had	very	different	procedures.	I	think	the	things	I	

always	wanted	to	value	were	things	I	could	construct	arguments	for	

valuing	but	which	probably	in	the	end	prove	to	be	me	just	being	a	child	of	

my	time.	

Interviewer	 Putting	it	from	another	angle.	If	one	of	your	performances	was	reviewed,	

what’s	the	highest	praise	you’d	hope	that	reviewer	to	give	you,	what’s	the	

things	you	want	to	be	obvious	to	that	reviewer?	

Christopher	Page	 I	think	the	thing	that	I	most	valued	was	a	review	by	David	Fallows	of	a	

record	I	did	called	Music	for	the	Lion-Hearted	King,	and	he	said	that	this	is	

the	best	tuned	record	that	I’ve	ever	reviewed.	So	I	think	tuning.	Medieval	

music,	unlike	Tudor	music,	is	based	primarily	on	octaves	and	fifths,	and	if	

they’re	not	bang	in	tune	it	just	sounds	terrible.	Which	is	one	of	the	

reasons	why	amateur	musicians	never	perform	medieval	music.	People	

who	meet	to	sing	in	church	choirs,	they	don’t	think	to	ask	the	choir	to	sing	

Machaut.	You	need	a	very	high	level	of	proficiency	in	the	matter	of	tuning	

in	the	ensemble	to	pursue	it	with	any	real	success.	But	the	thing	I	always	

most	valued	was	that	it	was	felt	to	be	very	well	tuned.	What	was	of	no	

account	to	me	was	whether	someone	felt	we	were	bringing	out	the	

words.	That	I’ve	never	felt	was	of	really	much	importance.	I	don’t	mean	

that	the	words	aren’t	important,	but	I	think	projecting	the	words	with	a	
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kind	of	sympathetic	rhetoric	with	the	music	is	simply	not	the	medieval	

thing.	That’s	something	a	lot	of	continental	groups	do	and	I	don’t	like	it.	I	

really	don’t	like	that	very	self-dramatizing	view	that	somehow	the	text	has	

got	to	be	acted	through	the	music.	I’ve	never	liked	that.	It	almost	doesn’t	

matter	what	the	text	says.	The	composer,	in	my	view,	someone	like	

Machaut,	sets	the	form,	he	doesn’t	set	the	sense.	There	are	ways	in	which	

one	could	complicate	that	argument	but	I	think	that’s	essentially	true.	He	

sets	the	form	of	it	and	therefore,	providing	we	get	the	form	right,	the	

pronunciation	right,	everything	else	looks	after	itself,	providing	you’re	

accurate.	

Interviewer	 So	we’re	going	to	move	on	now	to	these	period	recordings	I	have.	The	first	

thing	I	need	to	ask	is	what	preconceptions	do	you	have?	

Christopher	Page	 None	really.	The	earliest	I’ve	heard	is	Westminster	Cathedral	from	about	

1909,	singing	Palestrina.	There’s	a	man	who	you	may	know,	Timothy	Day	

at	the	National	Sound	Archive,	who	I	know	very	well	and	with	him	I’ve	

listened	to	a	lot	of	early	recordings.	I	think	the	only	preconception	that	I	

have	is	that	one	shouldn’t	have	any	preconceptions.	Clearly	the	musicians	

on	these	recordings	were	often	working	in	very	unfamiliar	surroundings.	

They	were	often	positioned	in	ways	that	they	weren’t	used	to.	I	think	

probably	they	often	couldn’t	hear	one	another	terribly	well,	couldn’t	hear	

across	as	they	were	used	to,	were	asked	to	punch	it	out	to	get	it	onto	the	

cylinder	in	a	way	that	they	weren’t	accustomed	to.	So	I	suspect	that	the	

recordings	we	have	are	no	real	guide	to	how	those	people	actually	

sounded	if	you	were	to	be	with	them	in	their	normal	environment.	That	is	

my	only	preconception.	

Interviewer	 I	was	going	to	ask	if	you’ve	heard	any	before	and	you	obviously	have.	So	

you’re	going	to	get	a	series	of	recordings,	I’ve	got	four	of	them	ideally	to	

get	through	today.	You	can	ask	me	to	stop	it	if	you	want,	you	can	stop	me	

during	the	questions	and	ask	to	hear	them	as	many	times	as	you	want.	So	

feel	free	to	do	that.	The	first	one	I’m	going	to	play	is	The	English	Singers,	

the	Byrd	Ave	Verum	Corpus	recorded	in	‘24.	Are	you	at	all	familiar	with	

The	English	Singers?	

Christopher	Page	 Oh	yes,	I	know	the	piece.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 So	what	are	your	first	reactions?	

Christopher	Page	 Well,	how	long	was	that?	
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Interviewer	 It’s	about	the	3min	mark.	

Christopher	Page	 So	it’s	not	far	off	the	time	limit	of	what	they	could	get	onto	a	cylinder	at	

that	time.	You	can	tell	that	they’re	hurrying	it	in	places.	You	can	also	tell	

that	they’re	nervous	by	their	breathing.	Some	phrases	are	broken	in	a	way	

that	I	can’t	believe	they	would	do	if	they	weren’t	nervous,	if	they	didn’t	

feel	rushed,	which	I	think	they	probably	do.	The	quality	of	the	top	voices	is	

very	similar	to	what	I	remember	of	what	I	heard	from	the	Westminster	

Cathedral	1909	recording.	It’s	clear	that	whatever	that	kind	of	male	

falsetto	was	that	they	were	using	at	that	time,	it	recorded	very	badly.	

Violins	did	the	same,	the	high	frequency	recording	very	badly,	which	is	

one	of	the	reasons	that	sometimes	brass	was	used	instead	of	violins	in	

some	early	recordings,	because	the	sound	is	quite	broader.	So	I	think	that	

doesn’t	really	tell	you	what	the	balance	was	actually	like,	nor	does	it	really	

tell	you	very	much	about	how	they	were	phrasing.	What	it	does	show	you	

is	that	they	move	from	note	to	note	often	with	a	kind	of	portamento	

effect,	a	sort	of	slithering	effect	which	now	is	very	unfashionable,	but	is	

something	that	we	know	performers	of	that	period	cultivated	really	very	

widely.	The	tuning	seems	to	me,	for	people	who	had	presumably	very	

rarely	benefited	from	hearing	themselves,	not	at	all	bad.	As	for	the	blend,	

it’s	hard	to	tell	what	that	was	really	like.	That’s	how	it	strikes	me.	What	I	

certainly	don’t	want	to	do	is	raise	my	eyebrows	and	say,	“God	what	a	

racket.”	That’s	easy	to	do,	but	that’s	really	not	a	very	interesting	reaction.	

I	think	there	are	all	kinds	of	ways	in	which	those	singers	are	being	

impeded	from	doing	their	best.	

Interviewer	 If	that	was	a	performance	given	by	a	choir	today,	would	you	add	anything	

to	your	review	of	it?	

Christopher	Page	 I	don’t	think	people	would	know	how	to	sound	like	that	today.	It’s	partly	a	

question	of	the	colour	of	the	vowels	of	the	Latin	they’re	using,	which	are	

very	anglicised.	It’s	very	slack,	whereas	now	one	would	expect	the	vowels	

to	be	much	more	taut,	much	more	focused.	I	don’t	think	you	really	could	

sound	like	that	now,	so	it	wouldn’t	happen.	

Interviewer	 We	talked	before	about	aesthetic	concerns.	I	want	you	to	now	imagine	

that	you	were	the	imaginary	director	that	produced	that	performance,	

think	what	could	possibly	have	been	in	his	head	that	made	him	

presumably	want	to	some	extant	what	was	there.	So	before	when	you	

spoke	about	aesthetic	concerns	you	said	that	the	tuning	is	utmost	and	that	
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you	don’t	really	mind	so	much	about	the	text	coming	across,	that’s	not	

your	major	concern	when	you	put	together.	Putting	yourself	in	the	position	

of	the	imaginary	conductor	director	that	came	up	with	that	performance…	

Christopher	Page	 It’s	somewhat	madrigalian.	I	think	they	are	trying	to	be	more	expressive	in	

the	sense	of	making	musical	events	somehow	project	a	rhetoric	in	the	

text.	They	clearly	are	doing	that.	I	would	prefer	it	more	objective	and	

more	stood	back,	but	maybe	that’s	just	a	very	English	thing.	I	suspect	their	

main	concern	is	to	get	it	onto	the	cylinder	in	time,	before	it	runs	out,	and	

with	everything	more	or	less	audible.	I’m	sure	that	some	of	them	have	

been	told	to	sing	louder	than	they	were	used	to,	to	try	to	come	through,	

with	the	result	that	the	person	at	the	top	sounds	even	weaker.	I’m	not	

sure	how	many	of	whatever	artistic	concerns	were	articulated	in	the	

making	of	that	performance	survived	once	they	got	down	to	the	very	hard	

matter	of	actually	getting	it	onto	the	cylinder	in	the	time	they	had.	In	a	

single	take,	no	editing.		

Interviewer	 Of	course.	So	I’d	now	like	to	read	you	a	quote	and	this	is	taken	of	a	review	

from	I	think	it’s	The	Musical	Times.	Unfortunately	it’s	not	a	review	of	this	

particular	recording,	but	it’s	these	singers	in	a	recording	they’d	done	of	

another	Byrd	piece	the	year	beforehand.	The	review	said:	

The	singers	in	the	choral	records	are,	of	course,	The	English	

Singers.	Individual	criticism	is	out	of	place	in	discussing	an	

ensemble,	but	I	feel	I	must	pay	tribute	to	the	women	singers.	The	

purity	of	their	tone	and	the	ease	with	which	they	attack	and	

sustain	high	notes,	are	a	real	refreshment.	I	got	more	joy	from	the	

top	parts	of	these	choral	records	than	from	lots	of	performances	

by	the	numerous	queens	of	song.	These	choral	records	are	fine	

examples	of	the	possibilities	of	individuality	in	team	work.	The	

singers	are	extraordinarily	free,	yet	the	ensemble	is	about	as	near	

perfection	as	possible.	There	is	one	small	blemish	in	the	matter	of	

blend;	I	feel	that	more	real	bass	quality	is	needed	at	the	bottom.	I	

was	not	conscious	of	this	defect	when	listening	to	the	party	at	first	

hand	some	months	ago,	so	it	is	evidently	a	matter	of	recording.	

Christopher	Page	 I	don’t	think	it’s	a	woman	on	the	top	of	the	recording	you	just	played	me,	

do	you?	

Interviewer	 I’m	not	sure,	because	at	the	time	it	says	there	was	a	woman	who	was	
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singing	the	soprano	part.	In	their	touring	it	was	always	a	woman	on	the	

soprano.	

Christopher	Page	 That	sounded	like	male	falsetto	to	me.	

Interviewer	 It	does	sound	like	that,	I	agree.	Are	those	types	of	comments	in	that	

review,	things	you’d	find	positive	if	they	were	applied	to	your	own	

performance?	

Christopher	Page	 Yes,	of	course.	

Interviewer	 That	idea	of	individuality	in	team	work?	

Christopher	Page	 I	don’t	know	about	individuality,	but	certainly	it	seemed	to	value	blend.	It	

didn’t	actually	speak	about	tuning	or	intonation,	did	it?	

Interviewer	 No	it	doesn’t.	It	talks	about	the	purity	of	the	top	notes	and	it	suggests	that	

it	requires	more	bass	in	the	blend	than	what	was	present	in	the	recording.	

Christopher	Page	 Well	that,	I	think,	was	very	noticeable.	Of	course	one	doesn’t	know	what	

those	cylinders	sounded	like	when	they	were	new.	The	bass	doesn’t	

record	very	well	either,	there’s	something	rather	dry	and	not	much	low	

harmonics.	Presumably	that	recording	method	really	responds	to	a	fairly	

narrow	harmonic	range.	The	bass	doesn’t	record	terribly	well,	the	treble	

doesn’t	record	very	well	either,	it’s	all	in	the	middle,	it	seems	to	me.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	the	recording	again?	

Christopher	Page	 No.	Since	we’ve	got	others	to	do.	

Interviewer	 Knowing	that	audiences	at	the	time	felt	that	way	about	this	recordings	of	

that	quality,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	that	performance?	

Christopher	Page	 Not	really.	It	seems	to	me	that	none	of	the	judgements	that	are	made	

there	are	really	objective	judgements.	They	are	judgements	on	the	basis	

of	what	someone	thought	they	heard	and	on	the	basis	of	what	they	

particularly	admired.	A	particular	judgement,	i.e.	that	it	is	well	blended,	is	

a	judgement	that	can	be	elicited	by	very	different	musical	results	in	

different	periods.	What	can	be	described	as	a	very	good	blend	in	1920	and	

described	as	a	very	good	blend	in	1990	can	be	very	different.	What	I	hear	

is	that	in	that	particular	performance	what	you	hear	there	was	considered	

worth	eliciting	those	judgements.	There	are	no	grounds	for	saying	that	

because	someone	said	it	was	well	blended,	while	it	may	not	sound	well	

blended	now,	that	that	person	was	wrong.	It’s	really	a	question	that	in	

different	periods	the	horizon	of	judgement	is	obviously	different,	and	

what	looks	like	the	same	judgement	from	one	generation	to	the	next	can	

in	fact	have	very	different	content.	



	302	

Interviewer	 In	light	of	that	quote,	putting	yourself	again	in	the	seat	of	this	imaginary	

conductor,	do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	or	things	that	he	

might	have	been	going	for?	So	now	that	you	know	what	the	quote	was	

and	what	reviewers	of	the	time	thought	about	these	recordings	do	you	

think	there	was	other	things	the	conductor	was	trying	to	go	for	which	you	

perhaps	hadn’t	thought	of	the	first	time?	

Christopher	Page	 Not	really.	I	think	there	should	be,	but	no.	I	admire	the	way	you’ve	put	

that	together.	I	think	that	what	that	shows	is	that	judgements	about	what	

people	hear	from	the	past	cannot	be	assumed	to	bear	any	relation	to	

today.	You	cannot	argue	from	what	they	say	to	an	understanding	of	what	

they’re	actually	hearing.	Because	blend	doesn’t	mean	the	same	thing	

three	generations	apart.	So	if	someone	says	in	1930	it	was	a	well	blended	

sound	that	doesn’t	mean	to	say	that	what	I	think	is	a	well	blended	sound	

is	what	they	heard	there.	This	is	a	flexible	process	in	which	the	content	of	

judgements,	what’s	conveyed	by	particular	notions	clearly	in	musical	

terms,	can	be	very	variable	from	one	generation	to	the	next.	That’s	why	

we	don’t	really	know	anything	of	the	music	of	the	past.	Probably	the	most	

interesting	thing	to	come	out	for	me	of	what	you’ve	just	done	is	that	it	

shows	that	you	could	not	really	intuit	from	that	description	what	that	

ensemble	proves	to	actually	sound	like	when	you	listen	to	a	recording	of	

them,	because	you	would	attach	different	meaning	to	the	terms	over	the	

years.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	other	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

Christopher	Page	 I	admire	anybody	singing	Byrd	in	1929.	When	you	think	that	someone	like	

Richard	Runciman	Terry	had	only	just,	in	the	previous	decade,	edited	the	

Taverner	masses,	brought	them	out	of	obscurity.	People	were	obviously	

feeling	their	way.	All	credit	to	them	for	doing	it	at	all.	

Interviewer	 Staying	with	The	English	Singers,	this	time	I	have	a	recording	of	them	

singing	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born,	another	Byrd	piece,	also	in	1924.	Are	

you	familiar	with	that	piece?	

Christopher	Page	 No.	

Interviewer	 Well	it’s	a	much	more	lively	piece.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 So	what	are	your	first	reactions	to	that?	

Christopher	Page	 It	seems	considerably	more	focused	in	sound	than	the	last	one.	Do	you	

know	from	the	metrics	numbers	whether	it	was	after	the	first	one	you’ve	
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played	me	chronologically?	

Interviewer	 About	the	same	time.	

Christopher	Page	 It	sounds	to	me	like	they’ve	gotten	more	confident.	Maybe	they’re	much	

more	at	ease	with	the	piece.	How	many	parts?	The	Byrd	Ave	Verum	

Corpus	is	four	parts.	

Interviewer	 I	can’t	remember	if	it’s	five	or	six.	

Christopher	Page	 I	think	the	extra	number	of	parts	and	the	fact	that	the	declamation	isn’t	

homophonic	has	given	them	much	more	confidence,	a	sense	of	

independence.	You	can	hear	that	I	think.	What	is	very	striking	in	the	style,	

especially	around	the	baritone	range,	is	how	that	person’s	sound	is	very,	

very	dry.	I’m	very	surprised	by	that.	I’m	not	sure	why	that	is.	I	think	it	

might	be	a	recording	thing.	It’s	very	evident	in	that	particular	voice,	I	think	

it’s	the	same	person	we	heard	last	time.	They	really	slither,	don’t	move	

cleanly,	or	what	we’d	now	call	cleanly,	from	one	note	to	the	next.	I	think	

the	outstanding	thing	that	comes	across	is	that	they	have	what	would	be	

considered	now	a	very	weak	sense	of	ensemble	tactus.	They	don’t	really	

share	a	very	clear	sense	of	where	the	beat	is	all	the	time,	with	the	result	

that	they	get	to	chords	not	at	the	same	moment	and	leave	them	not	at	

the	same	moment.	There	isn’t	a	very	clear	sense	of	where	the	beat	lies.	

Interviewer	 If	that	was	a	performance	given	by	a	choir	today,	would	you	add	anything	

to	your	review	or	would	you	care	to	give	a	review?	

Christopher	Page	 I	think	that	because	tastes	have	changed	and	because	we’ve	become	

much	more	accustomed	to	hearing	ourselves,	we’ve	been	able	to	make	

those	little	adjustments	that	come	from	that.	I	don’t	think	anybody	would	

do	it	like	that	today.	The	most	amateur	of	amateur	choirs	might	do	it	like	

that	now	but	obviously	it	wouldn’t	pass	muster	because	tastes	have	

changed,	practice	has	changed	very	much.	Again,	it’s	very	difficult	to	know	

what	those	voices	were	actually	like.	If	one	could	have	them	as	living	

breathing	beings	in	the	room	I	guess	that	that	probably	represents	a	very	

small	deposit	from	what	they	were	actually	producing.	The	thing	that	

strikes	me	more	than	anything	else	is	the	want	of	a	very	clear	tactus,	

which	I	suspect	they	would	have	if	one	could	have	drawn	that	to	their	

attention.	They	would	think	this	was	a	regimentation	in	the	music	that	its	

energy	and	responsiveness,	its	rhetoric,	didn’t	need.		

Interviewer	 I’ve	now	got	the	questions	where	you	put	yourself	in	the	director’s	shoes	

again.	Is	that	one	of	the	things	you’d	say	the	director	was	going	for,	a	less	
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regimented….	

Christopher	Page	 I	think	what	he	was	going	for	was	a	real	feeling	of	celebration	and	delight	

for	a	Christmas	piece.	They’re	also	using,	as	everybody	did	‘til	quite	

recently,	modern	pronunciation.	That	makes	quite	a	substantial	difference	

to	the	vowel	colour.	I	wouldn't	want	to	do	it	in	modern	pronunciation	if	I	

were	to	direct	Byrd.	I’d	want	it	much	more	in	the	original	[pronunciation]	

to	give	it	much	more	colour.	I	think	that’s	very	important	in	Tudor	music	

to	use	the	original	pronunciation	as	far	as	one	can	reconstruct	it,	for	the	

Latin,	but	even	more	so	for	the	English.	

Interviewer	 I’ve	got	another	quote.	This	time	its	of	a	live	performance	given	by	The	

English	Singers	and	they	said:	

Among	the	audience	were	to	be	noticed	leading	members	of	

society	and	representatives	of	the	intellectual	world,	all	of	whom	

enjoyed	not	only	the	singing,	marked	for	its	perfect	unanimity	of	

nuance	and	interpretation,	but	also	the	madrigals,	motets,	ballets,	

and	duets	by	Byrd,	Purcell,	and	Weelkes,	as	well	as	the	British	and	

Irish	songs,	in	which	a	revival	of	a	literature	almost	unknown	to	

those	present	was	brought	to	their	notice.	

Christopher	Page	 That’s	the	point,	it’s	a	very	pioneering	thing	that	they’re	doing.	I	think	

that’s	very	important.	I	also	think	that,	as	I	often	found	making	recordings,	

when	you	have	a	recording	session	and	you	get	the	results	as	much	as	six	

months	later,	you	immediately	hear	things	and	think	“Now	why	didn’t	I	do	

something	about	that.”	The	simple	fact	is	that	the	experience	of	seeing	

music	made	and	hearing	it	made,	being	present	when	it	was	made,	is	a	

very	complex	thing.	When	you	reduce	it	to	a	mere	sonic	deposit	it’s	a	

totally	different	experience.	There’s	a	sense	in	which	I	can	see	why	you’re	

doing	what	you’re	doing,	but	there	has	to	be	a	sense	in	which	comparing	

these	assessments,	which	are	based	upon	hearing	it	made	but	also	seeing	

it	made,	being	part	of	an	occasion,	do	not	match	up.	They	can’t	be	

expected	to	match	up	to	the	very	imperfect	deposit	of	just	one	part	of	

that	experience	which	recordings	provide	us	with.	

Interviewer	 You	mention	then	the	pioneering	aspect.	How	important	is	that	when	you	

put	together	your	own	programmes	the	idea	that	it’s	pieces	that	are	

unheard	before.	

Christopher	Page	 I	think	a	lot.	It’s	partly	a	question	of	marketing.	Hyperion	Records	was	
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always	very	keen	to	have	something	that	wasn’t	recorded	before	or	the	

first	modern	performance.	That	feeling	of	exploration	was	really	very	

important.	With	The	English	Singers,	their	name	is	a	kind	of	give	away,	

that	and	the	fact	that	they’re	doing	Byrd.	There’s	obviously	a	sense	in	

which	their	singers	feel	that	they	are	reviving	a	national	music.	They’re	

just	coming	out	of	a	ninenteenth	century,	which	had	conspicuously	failed	

to	produce	an	English	Beethoven	and	where	the	whole	question	of	the	

musicality	of	the	British	had	been	very	intensely	scrutinised.	The	unusual	

dependence	of	the	English	on	imported	musical	talent	for	virtually	all	of	

their	music	in	the	ninenteenth	century	had	caused	considerable	concern.	

So	this	is	obviously	a	part	of	a	kind	of	revivalism,	which	is	much	more	than	

the	kind	of	musical	antiquarianism	I	was	involved	in.	There’s	a	sense	here	

that	just	after	the	First	World	War	they	are	trying	to	recover	or	recuperate	

certain	great	national	masters.	It	seems	very	strange	to	us	now	but	there	

was	an	instinctively	nationalistic	discourse,	which	I	think	was	very	

prevalent	at	that	time	in	many	aspects	of	the	arts,	and	not	just	in	the	arts.	

Interviewer	 Knowing	that	audiences	at	the	time	felt	that	way	about	their	

performances	does	that	changes	anything	anyway	you	felt	about	that	

particular	recording?	

Christopher	Page	 No.	What	would	you	expect	someone	to	feel?	There	is	no	real	reason	why	

the	judgement	and	the	music	should	pair	up	in	an	intelligible	way	70	years	

after	the	judgements	were	made.	It	is	impossible	to	understand	what	

musical	performance	was	like	in	the	past	on	the	basis	of	descriptions.	You	

simply	do	not	know	what	the	content	of	the	adjective	is.	You	just	can’t	

know.	

Interviewer	 Putting	yourself	in	the	head	of	the	conductor	do	you	perceive	any	different	

things	that	he	was	trying	to	get	at	that	may	be	you	

Christopher	Page	 Did	they	have	a	conductor?	

Interviewer	 I	don’t	think	they	did,	so	this	is	their	combined	forces	together	to	shape	the	

performance.	

Christopher	Page	 That	may	be	part	of	the	problem.	I'm	very	committed	to	the	view	that	

ensembles	really	need	a	director.	You	can	hear	it	very	clearly	in	quite	a	

number	of	early	music	groups	that	are	active	now.	Certainly	I	could	hear	it	

in	Gothic	Voices	if	we	met	after	two	months	and	they’d	all	been	doing	

different	things.	They’d	be	all	over	the	place.	People	I	worked	with	were	

very	good,	very	professional	people,	but	the	fact	is	they	make	their	living	
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from	very	different	kinds	of	music.	If	you	got	them	for	a	recording	session	

after	two	or	three	months	when	they’d	been	involved	in	very	different	

music,	travelling	a	lot	and	so	on,	perhaps	being	tired,	it	could	take	three	or	

four	hours	just	to	get	back	into	some	kind	of	groove.	That	was	the	

director’s	job	to	do	that.	It	depends	on	what	you	think	the	conducting	

technique	would	have	been	at	that	time	[the	1920s],	but	in	my	view	the	

only	thing	they	really	would	benefit	from	was	being	rhythmically	tighter.	

There	just	needs	to	be	more	falling	of	the	musical	events	into	place	in	

relation	to	the	tactus,	in	my	judgement.	

Interviewer	 Is	there	anything	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

Christopher	Page	 Once	again,	I	admire	that	they’re	doing	it	at	all.	I	admire	the	vigour	with	

which	they	do	it.	I	think	they	do	it	with	evident	enthusiasm	and	affection,	

maybe	even	love.	

Interviewer	 So	just	to	talk	about	contemporary	choirs	for	a	second:	Do	you	perceive	a	

difference	between	choirs	today	that	are	resident	in	a	particular	building,	

a	choir	that	only	performs	or	is	mostly	performing	just	in	its	chapel	or	in	its	

cathedral,	as	opposed	to	choirs	that	travel	around,	so	lets	say	The	Sixteen,	

that	goes	around	the	place.	

Christopher	Page	 What’s	clear	is	that	the	professional	bands	or	choirs	have	necessarily	quite	

a	shifting	personnel,	at	least	they	normally	do.	There	are	very	well	known	

and	celebrated	early	music	choirs	which	have	been	on	the	road	for	many	

years,	and	which	bear	no	relation	to	what	they	were	fifteen	years	ago	in	

terms	of	personnel,	and	no	relation	at	all	to	what	they	were	30	years	ago.	

So	the	personnel	of	the	touring	choirs	changes	very	rapidly.	Certainly	one	

of	the	reasons	why	I	gave	up	Gothic	Voices	to	write	my	books	is	that	you	

get	a	particular	group	of	people	together	and	do	a	recording,	who	really	

worked	well,	and	you	wanted	to	go	on	the	road	with	it	but	you	couldn’t.	

You	could	do	the	music	but	you	couldn’t	get	the	same	people.	You've	got	

to	start	all	over	again	with	a	different	set	of	people.	So	the	touring	choirs	

obviously	change	their	choirs	much	more	than	the	resident	choir.	On	the	

other	hand,	something	like	the	choir	here	at	this	college,	you	could	argue	

that	that	changes	vastly	every	academic	year,	every	three	years	or	so	

‘cause	they	all	move	on.	I	think	probably	the	professional	touring	choirs	

are	performing	in	a	way	that	is	much	more	related	to	the	tastes	and	

disciplines	instilled	by	the	age	of	recording.	Even	though	the	college	choirs	

themselves	make	records	every	now	and	then,	but	the	touring	bands	who	
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are	doing	it	really	professionally	are	not	part	of	a	choral	foundation	like	

Kings	or	Trinity.	They	are	doing	their	style	of	performance	which	is	much	

more	closely	related	to	the	whole	world	of	reviewing	records	and	that	

kind	of	business.	

Interviewer	 So	in	some	ways	do	you	think	the	professional	touring	choirs	will	be	more	

idiosyncratic	more	of	the	time?	

Christopher	Page	 No.	I’d	imagine	that	they’d	probably	be	more	standard.	I	think	the	

difference	between	some	of	the	major	professional	choirs	is	probably	

markedly	less	than	it	is	between	Kings	College	here	and	Trinity,	which	is	

only	300	yards	down	the	road	on	the	same	street.	Because	the	touring	

choirs	are	making	a	product,	they’re	obviously	making	CDs,	probably	quite	

regularly,	and	there	is	a	product	people	expect.	They’ve	heard	it	on	record	

and	they	want	to	hear	it	when	they	turn	up.	

Interviewer	 Extrapolating	back,	do	you	think	that	that	difference	would	have	been	

more	or	less	pronounced	or	just	differently	pronounced	in	the	first	half	of	

the	twentieth	century?	

Christopher	Page	 I	would	have	thought	that	there	would	be	much	less	homogeneity.	For	the	

simple	reason	that	there	isn’t	that	kind	of	culture	of	recording.	Obviously	

people	are	making	recordings,	but	I	don’t	imagine	that	The	English	

Singers,	for	example,	had	heard	many	recordings	by	their	contemporaries	

doing	the	same	repertoire.	I	would	have	thought	it	would	be	much	more	

idiosyncratic.	Much	more	varied,	as	it	must	have	been	in	the	sixteenth	

century.	

Interviewer	 The	reason	I	ask	this	is	‘cause	we’re	now	going	to	listen	to	two	recordings	

(if	we	have	time,	otherwise	at	least	one)	of	choirs	resident	in	a	particular	

building,	and	we’re	going	to	start	with	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	1929.	

I	think	it’s	Lancelot	Long	at	the	time	and	they’re	also	going	to	sing	the	Byrd	

Ave	Verum	to	get	some	sort	of	comparison.	

Christopher	Page	 He	was	after	Terry,	was	he?	

Interviewer	 I	think	so.	Terry	was	still	around	but	wasn’t	the	head	director	at	the	time.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 So	what	are	your	first	reactions	to	that	recording?	

Christopher	Page	 There’s	a	very	fine	bass	in	there.	You’ve	suddenly	got	a	sense	of	bass	

response,	which	you	hadn’t	in	the	other	recordings.	What’s	especially	

noticeable	is	how	completely	lacking	they	are	in	vibrato.	It’s	very,	very	

straight	on	the	whole,	which	accords	with	the	evidence	of	how	string	
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players	played	and	how	soloist	singers	sang	[in	the	1920s].	We’re	talking	

about	a	time	when	vibrato,	when	it	exists,	is	very	fast	and	very	narrow,	as	

opposed	to	vey	slow	and	very	wide	as	it’s	become.	It’s	very	rhetorical	of	

course.	The	very	notable	effect	of	performances	from	that	generation	is	

how	rhetorical	they	are,	the	louder	bits	are	louder	relative	to	the	softer	

bits	than	they	would	be	now.	There	are	the	impulses,	the	moving	forward,	

and	pushing	the	tactus	forward	and	then	pulling	it	back	in	a	way	that	

would	now	be	considered	unacceptable.	Not	just	old	fashioned	but	

unacceptable.	Clearly	there	is	a	sense	of	projecting	this	text	about	the	

body	of	Christ,	which	is	what	that	text	is	and	in	that	sense	it’s	very	

Catholic.	It	indulges	a	very	strong	affective	piety	about	the	notions	of	the	

body	of	Christ.	

Interviewer	 I’m	not	sure	if	you’re	going	to	want	to	but	if	that	performance	was	given	

today	is	there	anything	else	you’d	say	to	review	it.	

Christopher	Page	 It	couldn’t	be.	I	don’t	think	anybody	would	think	of	doing	it	that	way.	I	

certainly	think	once	you	got	into	its	sound	world,	so	to	speak	it,	and	

absorbed	its	conventions,	those	sort	of	big	diminuendos	on	the	chord	at	

the	end	of	phrases	and	so	on,	it’s	very	impressive.	It’s	also	still	true	that	

they	have	no	real	sense	of	pulse.	There	are	cadences	where	they	all	get	to	

the	cadential	chord	at	very	different	times.	They	all	land	on	the	note	at	

different	times.	I	suspect	that	they	probably	couldn’t	hear	they	were	

doing	that,	they	probably	didn’t	know	they	were	doing	that.	I	think	the	

fact	that	musicians	didn’t	know	what	they	were	doing,	in	a	very	strict	

sense	of	the	words,	is	something	very	profound.	I’d	doubt	that	they	could	

actually	tell	that	they	were	not	getting	to	the	same	point.	After	all,	when	

you’re	performing	something	you	have	a	certain	set	of	expectations	about	

what	you’re	listening	for,	and	you	listen	for	those	things	and	you	don’t	

listen	for	other	things.	If	it’s	part	of	ambient	style	of	your	period,	you	

don’t	attend	to	a	particular	thing,	then	you	wont	hear	that	you’re	not	

attending	to	it.		

Interviewer	 Putting	yourself	in	the	head	of	Lancelot	Long,	in	this	case,	what	do	you	

think	were	the	aesthetic	values	he	was	trying	to	achieve?	

Christopher	Page	 It’s	all	about	the	very	Catholic	affective	piety	for	the	wounded	body	of	

Christ.	Ave	Verum	Corpus	means	Hail	true	body.	How	does	the	text	go	on,	

do	you	know?	

Interviewer	 Ave	Verum	corpus	natus	ex	mariae	virgine	…	
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Christopher	Page	 Born	from	the	virgin	Mary.	

Interviewer	 Cujus	latus	perforatum	…	

Christopher	Page	 You	start	to	get	words	about	the	wounds	of	Christ.	So	that	is	meant	to	be	

a	very	emotional	meditation	on	the	wounded	body	of	Christ.	

Interviewer	 Can	I	just	check,	you	mean	Catholic	in	terms	of	that	theology	side	or	in	

terms	of	it	being	not	particularly	English?	

Christopher	Page	 No.	Catholic	in	terms	of	devotion	to	the	wounds	of	Christ	being	not	a	

particularly	Protestant	form	of	devotion.	

Interviewer	 Yes.	So	you	mean	more	in	terms	of	theology?	

Christopher	Page	 Yes.	

Interviewer	 So	I’ve	got	to	check	you	don’t	mean	continental	by	Catholic	or	something	

else?	

Christopher	Page	 I’m	thinking	of	Westminster	Cathedral	being	the	Catholic	cathedral.	

Interviewer	 I	have	another	quote,	this	time	it’s	actually	the	review	of	this	recording.	

They	don’t	state	who	the	reviewer	is	in	The	Musical	Times	at	this	time.	The	

review	is	actually	of	a	Westminster	Abbey	recording	and	then	it	contrasts	

it	with	the	Westminster	Cathedral	recording.	They	had	both	come	out	at	

the	same	time.	I’m	just	going	to	read	on	from	the	Westminster	Cathedral	

section:	

The	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	is	also	recorded,	and	inevitably	

one	makes	comparisons.	I	can't	say	good	things	about	the	music	

of	the	Benediction	service	-	very	ordinary	hymn-tunes	and	a	dullish	

Motet	by	Eslava.	A	couple	of	Byrd	Motets	are	a	better	test.	The	'	

Ave	Regina'	opens	far	too	jerkily	by	the	trebles,	and	I	feel	that	the	

pace	throughout	is	too	quick.	The	fine	'Ave	Verum'	is	better	in	

every	way	deeply	expressive,	and	with	the	right	note	of	urgency	in	

the	climaxes.	The	poignant	discords	-	where	Byrd	writes	F	sharp	

against	F	natural	and	again	B	flat	against	B	natural	-	seem	to	be	

toned	down	somewhat,	but	that	may	be	a	matter	of	recording.	

There	are	excellent	men's	voices	in	this	choir,	especially	in	the	bass	

department,	but	I	very	much	prefer	the	Abbey	boys.	The	Cathedral	

treble	tone	is	too	hooty,	and	even	'	Amen	'	comes	out	as	'Oomoo’.	

Christopher	Page	 I	would	agree	with	a	lot	of	that.	I	noted	there	are	a	lot	of	very	curious	

vowel	colours.	It	almost	began	“awwve	verum	corpus”	and	I	agree	about	

the	bass.	I	agree	about	the	emotionalism	of	it,	so	that	makes	a	lot	of	sense	
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to	me.	

Interviewer	 That	notion	of	the	deep	expressive	quality	is	that	something	you’d	want	to	

be	said	about	your	own	performances?	

Christopher	Page	 Not	really.	It	depends	on	what	one	were	doing.	If	it	were	something	in	the	

sixteenth	century,	say	if	it	were	the	Pierre	de	la	Rue	Mass	of	the	Seven	

Sorrows,	it	might	want	it,	but	if	it’s	a	thirteenth	century	motet	it	would	be	

kind	of	daft.	

Interviewer	 It’s	not	really	the	main	thing	you’re	thinking	about.	

Christopher	Page	 No.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	want	to	listen	to	it	again	in	light	of	that?	

Christopher	Page	 No.	

Interviewer	 Knowing	that	audiences	at	the	time	felt	that	way	about	that	recording,	

well	at	least	that	person,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	that	

performance?	

Christopher	Page	 No,	I	recognise	everything	he	says.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	think	more	so	than	the	other?	

Christopher	Page	 Yes,	much	more.	I	understand	much	more	the	marrying	up	of	the	critical	

language	used	and	the	actual	sound	than	with	anything	else	you’ve	played	

me.	I	don’t	know	why	that	should	be,	except	that	that’s	a	cathedral	choir	

whereas	presumably	we	were	talking	about	a	chamber	ensemble.	Maybe	

the	cathedral	choir	tradition	was	rather	more	established	and	there	was	

more	of	a	horizon	of	expectation	of	what	you	were	going	to	do	musically	

than	there	was	in	chamber	ensembles.	The	cathedral	choirs,	though	

they’d	been	through	some	very	thin	times	in	the	eighteenth	century	when	

I	suspect	performances	were	very	bad,	there	was	at	least	a	kind	of	

tradition	there.	

Interviewer	 Did	you	see	the	same	thing	in	Westminster	Cathedral	despite	the	fact	that	

it	only	started	in	1895?	

Christopher	Page	 But	presumably	the	choral	singing	that	they	used	was	very	much	what	you	

could	find	elsewhere.	They’ve	maybe	given	it	a	Catholic	spin	but	I	assume	

that	the	pool	of	talent	on	which	they	drew	had	been	around	quite	a	while	

really,	so	there	may	be	more	of	a	sense	of	a	controlling	tradition.	

Interviewer	 Does	that	quote	lead	you	to	see	any	different	aesthetic	values?	

Christopher	Page	 No,	I	see	it	in	just	the	same	way.	I	think	I	recognise	very	much	what	he’s	

talking	about.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	
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Christopher	Page	 I	think	I	admire	them.	I	think	the	bass	is	really	very	good.	Part	of	the	

problem	is	that	the	recording	equipment	seems	to	greatly	favour	the	

lower	frequencies	over	the	top,	so	there	is	a	very	strong	sense	around	the	

middle,	a	kind	of	braying	effect	sometimes	on	the	baritone/bass	area,	and	

a	rather	weak	and	feeble	trembling	of	the	top.	That’s	obviously	something	

to	do	with	the	recording.	But	I’m	also	sure	they’ve	been	told	to	punch	it	

out.	I	think	that	is	a	very	important	thing	that	they’ve	been	told	that	it	

won’t	go	down	onto	the	disk	unless	you	really	hit	it,	and	I	suspect	they’re	

not	phrasing	as	they	would	phrase	in	a	normal	service.	A	very	heavy	and	

sometimes	slightly	brutish	singing	of	the	vowels,	as	English	people	sing	

when	they’re	drunk.	

Interviewer	 So	the	last	one	is	a	recording	from	the	York	Minster	choir	under	the	

direction	of	Edward	Bairstow	and	they’re	going	to	perform	This	Day	Christ	

Was	Born	and	they	made	this	recording	in	‘27.	You’re	familiar	with	Edward	

Bairstow?	

Christopher	Page	 Yes.	I	know	York	very	well	too.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Christopher	Page	 I	don’t	think	I	need	to	hear	the	whole	thing.	The	entries	are	very	heavy	

and	indiscreet,	and	I’m	sure	that’s	the	advice	they’ve	been	given.	They’re	

presumably	not	standing	in	their	stalls	in	the	way	they’re	used	to.	They’re	

not	hearing	in	the	way	they’re	used	to.	Everything	is	different	and	I’m	sure	

that	has	an	enormous	effect	on	what	they’re	doing.	

Interviewer	 Did	you	want	to	listen	to	any	more	of	that?	

Christopher	Page	 No,	that’s	fine.	

Interviewer	 Again	if	it	were	given	today,	you	just	think	it	wouldn’t	happen	like	that	

today?	

Christopher	Page	 No	it	wouldn’t.	If	it	did	it	would	be	laughed	down,	but	then	what	does	that	

mean	except	that	tastes	change.	

Interviewer	 If	someone	did	give	that	performance	today,	would	you	assume	that	they	

don’t	know	anything	about	choral	music	or	that	they	don’t	know	anything	

specifically	about	early	choral	music?	

Christopher	Page	 A	bit	of	both	really.	I’d	assume	that	they	had	a	very	poor	sense	of	style.	I	

think	we	do	understand	the	style	of	Byrd	a	lot	better	now	than	they	did	

then,	if	only	because	they	did	it	then	and	we’ve	been	doing	it	since.	There	

is	a	musical	insight	that	accumulates.	We	get	a	surer	sense	of	style	as	time	

goes	by.	For	example,	I	play	the	nineteenth	century	guitar,	and	to	learn	
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how	to	play	one	piece	by	Fernando	Sor	could	actually	take	you	a	lifetime.	

That’s	not	necessarily	because	it’s	so	difficult,	but	because	getting	a	real	

insight	into	style	can	take	a	long	long	time.	So	if	anyone	did	that	now	

[made	that	choral	performance]	we	would	just	assume	that	they	firstly	

really	didn’t	know	much	about	choral	singing,	the	entries	being	far	too	

heavy	and	claiming	far	too	much	attention	for	themselves	when	their	line	

comes	back	in	after	the	pause,	one	would	assume	that	they	didn’t	know	

that	much	about	choral	balance,	but	also	that	they	didn’t	really	

understand	Byrd.	

Interviewer	 So	if	you	were	in	the	shoes	of	Bairstow,	what	aesthetic	values	do	you	think	

he	was	trying	to	go	for?	

Christopher	Page	 It’s	hard	to	tell,	because	I	suspect	the	situation	in	which	the	singers	found	

themselves	was	so	artificial.	Very	obviously	there	is	a	sense	in	which	the	

last	two	things	you’ve	played	me	share	a	very	obvious	sort	of	rhetoric.	It’s	

an	affecting	text	so	let’s	make	it	very	rhetorical;	it’s	a	very	happy	text	so	

let’s	make	it	very	happy.	Trying	to	project	a	certain	very	emotional	reading	

of	the	text,	I	think	that’s	fundamentally	what’s	going	on.	

Interviewer	 I	have	a	final	quote.	This	is	about	a	live	performance	given	by	York	Minster	

and	they	said:		

Byrd’s	‘Great	Service’	has	lately	been	sung	twice	at	York	Minster	–	

an	ideal	building	for	such	music.	The	performance,	under	Dr.	

Bairstow,	was	notable	for	its	rhythmic	life	and	its	expressive	–	

even	dramatic	–	quality.	

How	would	you	feel	about	drama	in	your	own	performances?	

Christopher	Page	 Well,	that	really	depends	on	what	you	were	doing.	You’ve	got	to	

remember	that	medieval	music	is	quite	different	and	I	really	don’t	think	it	

fits.	Hearing	those	singers	in	York	Minster	would	be	a	fundamentally	

different	experience	to	hearing	that,	because	of	what	we	were	saying	

earlier	about	seeing	music	made	and	being	part	of	the	event.	Of	course	it	

would	all	depend	on	where	you	stood	and	how	close	you	were,	and	that’s	

a	very	large	building.	Whereas	that	sounds	terribly	close	up	and	a	bit	boxy.	

It’s	hard	to	imagine	what	it	would	have	sounded	like	in	a	cathedral.	

Maybe	that’s	one	of	the	reasons	why	the	entries	are	so	emphatic.	I	don’t	

know	the	York	Minister	acoustic	well,	but	it	may	well	be	that	you	need	to	

emphasise	your	entries	a	bit.	Some	buildings	are	naturally	vey	dry.		
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Interviewer	 So	does	knowing	that	those	were	the	type	of	comments	being	made	about	

that	choir,	does	that	change	the	way	you	at	all	feel	about	what	they	did?	

Christopher	Page	 Well,	I	don’t	know	if	it	changes,	but	it	gives	you	further	thoughts	about	it.	I	

suppose	some	of	what	sound	to	me	like	very	emphatic	and	over	heavy	

entries	could	conceivably	be	a	way	of	giving	it	an	urgency	and	a	dramatic	

quality.	It	sounds	overstated	to	me	now	but	it	may	not	have	sounded	

overstated	then.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	different	aesthetic	values	in	the	head	of	Bairstow	that	you	

would	guess	at?	

Christopher	Page	 Possibly	that	drama.	Otherwise	I	can’t	immediately	think	of	anything.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	With	a	pinch	of	salt	

as	you	didn’t	want	to	listen	to	much	of	it.	

Christopher	Page	 What	was	the	earliest	thing	you	played	me?	

Interviewer	 ’24,	and	this	is	’27.	

Christopher	Page	 One	doesn’t	want	to	put	a	naïve	evolutionary	view	on	it,	but	it	seems	to	

me	that	one	can	hear	more	control	coming	in	over	those	periods.	Maybe	

with	the	growth	of	recording	people	started	actually	collecting	one	

another’s	recordings.	You	already	read	me	some	cases	where	critics	

clearly	have	access	to	a	number	of	recordings	and	are	drawing	

comparisons.	I	still	think	the	most	important	thing	ever	to	have	happened	

in	the	history	of	music	is	recording.	The	ability	for	musicians	to	actually	

hear	themselves	objectively,	which	clearly	was	a	very	deep	shock	to	some.	

It	is	something	that	introduces	a	qualitative	shift,	and	maybe	in	what	

you’ve	played	me	it’s	already	starting	to	bite.	

Interviewer	 So	that’s	the	end	of	the	recordings.	I	just	have	some	final	questions	

regarding	choral	music	more	generally.	Do	you	think	the	performing	style	

of	Tudor	choral	music	has	changed	over	the	century,	over	this	century,	the	

recorded	century?	

Christopher	Page	 Oh	yeah.	As	I	once	did	for	a	Radio	3	program	with	Timothy	Day,	if	you	

have	a	long	sequence	of	recordings	from	the	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	

in	1909	up	until	The	Tallis	Scholars,	then	it	seemed	to	us	that	the	major	

sea	change	came	by	a	group	called	The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford	run	by	David	

Wulstan.	The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford	was	one	of	the	first	groups	to,	firstly,	

transpose	the	music	up	the	minor	third,	so	it	got	that	very	bright,	very	

high	sound,	but	also	to	do	that	very	clean,	clear,	rather	seraphic	thing	that	

The	Tallis	Scholars	have	marketed	all	over	the	world	so	successfully.	I	think	
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David	Wulstan	is	the	architect	of	that.	He	was	an	academic	professor	of	

music,	also	of	oriental	languages,	a	very	erudite,	very	clever	man.	The	use	

of	mostly	young	student	voices	was	a	key	thing	as	well.	One	thing	that’s	

easy	to	forget	is	that	a	lot	of	the	singers	on	the	recordings	you’ve	been	

playing	me	are	substantially	older	than	the	common	run	of	chorister	now.	

There	were	singers	in	choirs	in	the	ninenteenth	century	cathedrals	that	

were	on	life	contracts.	They	stayed	there	'til	they	could	no	longer	stand	

up.	Voices	became	very	much	less	strong,	very	much	more	wavery.	They	

are	much	younger	now,	so	that’s	had	an	effect	too.	Yes,	it’s	changed	

enormously.	David	Skinner’s	band	Alamire,	which	I	think	is	wonderful	not	

just	‘cause	he’s	a	friend	of	mine.	His	recording	of	Sheppard’s	Media	Vita	

sounds	absolutely	spectacular.	That	represents	a	different	attempt	to	

break	through	what	you	might	call	The	Tallis	Scholars	tradition.	David	

doesn’t	transpose	things	up	a	minor	third.	It’s	much	richer,	beefier,	more	

masculine	in	a	certain	construction	of	masculinity,	and	more	bodily.	Not	

that	kind	of	disembodied	ethereal	quality	that	The	Tallis	Scholars	do.	Yes	

it’s	changed	enormously.	

Interviewer	 Have	you	noticed	differences	over	time	in	your	own	approach	to	early	

choral	music?	

Christopher	Page	 No,	not	really.	I’m	sure	I	should	have.	For	example,	I	made	a	Hildegard	of	

Bingen	record	thirty	years	ago,	if	I	were	to	make	it	tomorrow	I’d	do	it	just	

the	same.	But	remember,	if	choral	music	is	several	voices	to	a	part,	I’ve	

never	really	done	that.	It	(what	I’ve	done)	is	a	chamber	ensemble,	

ensemble	singing	or	consort	singing	as	we	often	call	it	in	Britain.	No,	I	

think	I	want	much	the	same	things	as	I	wanted	right	from	the	start.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	think	the	expectations	of	listeners	and	reviewers	has	changed?	

Christopher	Page	 Yeah.	The	age	of	recording	changed	them	dramatically,	and	the	more	

sophisticated	editing	techniques	became	the	more	performances	lost	that	

sort	of	rhetoric,	an	arc	of	performance,	of	the	thing	as	an	event,	and	

became	more	a	series	of	bar	by	bar	things	that	had	to	avoid	any	accident.	

I	think	yes,	it’s	changed	spectacularly,	and	I	think	recordings	are	

principally	what	have	done	it.	

Interviewer	 What	role,	if	any,	do	you	feel	choirs,	such	as	those	you’ve	heard	today	

from	the	first	part	of	the	twentieth	century,	what	do	might	they	have	in	

the	development	of	the	performing	style	for	Tudor	music?	

Christopher	Page	 It	must	be	foundational,	though	one	would	need	to	track	it	through	a	
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large	number	of	recordings	to	understand	it	in	any	detail.	But	it	is,	after	

all,	in	Westminster	that	Richard	Runciman	Terry	first	performed	the	

Taverner	masses.	That’s	where	they	get	their	first	outing.	I	think	it’s	

widely	agreed	that	the	strengths,	which	may	be	in	some	sense	also	the	

limitations,	of	the	current	English	school	of	singing	Tallis	or	Josquin,	owe	a	

lot	to	a	sense	of	choral	discipline	instilled	in	Cathedral	choirs	and	in	Oxford	

and	Cambridge	chapel	choirs.	Someone	like	Rogers	Covey-Crump	and	

Charles	Daniels,	both	of	whom	I’ve	worked	with	in	Gothic	Voices,	were	

boy	choristers.	They	were	to	the	art	of	singing	what	boys	who	used	to	

start	Latin	at	the	age	of	6	were	to	classics.	They	had	imbibed	choral	

discipline	through	a	very	literate,	very	punctilious	approach,	from	well	

before	puberty.	I	think	that	is	something	you	can	hear,	its	strengths	and	

its	weaknesses	as	well.	It	stands	at	the	opposite	from	someone	like	Jordi	

Savall,	most	of	whose	performances	I	find	completely	intolerable.	He	has	

a	performance	style	that	has	no	connection	with	that	originally	Catholic	

and	then	Anglican	choral	discipline.	

Interviewer	 I	have	one	final	quote	and	this	is	taken	actually	from	Daniel	Leech	

Wilkinson’s	book	in	which	you’re	mentioned.	He’s	talking	about	medieval	

choral	music	and	he	says:	

	...it	is	tempting	to	go	on	to	say	that	the	ensemble	singing	in	these	

recordings,	whether	from	the	1930s	or	the	1950s,	is	so	execrable	

in	imprecision	of	pitch	and	timing	that	it	is	hardly	surprising	that	

unaccompanied	performance	was	not	taken	seriously	as	a	general	

medieval	practice…		

So	my	question	is,	do	you	think	similar	things	could	be	said	about	the	

recordings	you	heard	today,	are	they	that	execrable?	

Christopher	Page	 No.	What	I’ve	been	trying	to	say	to	you	all	along	is	that	if	there	was	any	

part	of	you	that	was	expecting	me	to	raise	my	eyebrows	and	say	what	a	

lot	of	shit	that	was,	I	don’t	think	that.	I	think	that	there	are	vast	numbers	

of	reasons	why	those	singers	are	not	being	heard	to	advantage,	some	of	

which	I	mentioned.	I	have	enough	compassion	to	appreciate	there	are	

ways	in	which	their	performances	have	been	occluded,	both	by	the	

recording	medium	and	by	changes	in	style,	such	that	I	would	not	at	all	

haste	to	leap	to	that	kind	of	judgement.	Definitely	not.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	consider	this	repertoire	that	you’ve	heard	today	to	be	early	music?	

Christopher	Page	 Well,	it	wasn’t	then.	I	think	then	it	was	old	music,	which	was	different.	But	
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it’s	become	early	music	now.	Byrd	is	part	of	the	whole	early	music	

industry,	but	then	I	don’t	think	they	had	the	notion	of	early	music.	It	was	

just	old	music,	especially	Elizabethan	music	or	Tudor.	You’ve	got	to	

remember	that	for	the	English	public	on	the	whole	the	word	Tudor	and	

the	image	of	Henry	VIII	and	Elizabeth	is	what	principally	acts	as	their	sense	

of	the	historical	past.	Most	people	who	aren’t	university	educated	in	

Britain	don’t	really	have	any	interest	or	know	much	about	medieval	

England.	They	may	know	a	bit	about	Crusades	but	that’s	all.	But	the	whole	

Tudor	thing	is	very	focused	and	the	person	who	did	that	of	course	is	

Shakespeare.	Just	as	Shakespeare	is	the	core	of	the	whole	English	drama	

thing	as	well,	people	really	have	a	strong	sense	of	that	period.	You	have	

Tudor	tearooms;	you	have	Tudor	cottages.	The	word	has	a	kind	of	potency	

about	it	that	simply	isn’t	true,	for	example,	of	Bourbon	in	France.	It’s	not	

the	same.	Therefore,	I	suspect	that	in	the	period	you’ve	been	representing	

by	its	old	Elizabethan	music,	it’s	strongly	associated	with	a	particular	past	

viewed	in	a	rather	nationalistic	sort	of	way.	It’s	the	past	of	the	Armada,	

the	past	of	Shakespeare,	the	past	of	the	break	with	Rome	under	Henry	

and	the	beginning	of	an	English	Protestantism,	and	I	think	there’s	much	

more	to	it	than	possibly	there	is	now.	

Interviewer	 Just	so	I	know	I’ve	got	it	right,	you’re	saying	that	at	the	time	it	would	have	

been	much	more	to	do	with	nationalism	and	seen	as	Tudor	music,	but	that	

today	people	would	say	it’s	early	music?	

Christopher	Page	 Yeah.	I	suspect	a	great	majority	of	the	singers	who	were	involved	in	those	

performances	were	worshipping,	committed	Christians,	whereas	in	the	

early	music	movement	I	suspect	that	would	be	far	far	fewer.	I’m	saying	

that	it	was	associated	with	a	particular	kind	of	view	of	the	period	in	

English	history,	which	for	some	reason,	probably	the	presence	of	

Shakespeare	and	those	two	very	recognisable	monarchs,	Henry	and	

Elizabeth,	is	very	strongly	focused	in	people’s	minds.	It’s	a	period	that	

people	associate	with	certain	aspects	of	national	identity,	fighting	off	the	

invader	and	being	protestant.	Whereas	now	I	don’t	think	it	carries	any	of	

that	meaning,	but	then	I’m	sure	it	did	then.	

Interviewer	 Lastly	do	you	feel	these	recordings	of	choirs	of	the	early	part	of	the	

twentieth	century,	do	you	feel	they	have	a	role	in	the	development	of	early	

music?	Firstly	I	asked	whether	the	repertoire	is	early	music,	and	now	I	

want	to	know	whether	you	think	these	choirs	had	a	role	in	that?	
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Christopher	Page	 Definitely.	It’s	presumably	because	of	the	existence	of	a	choir	of	the	newly	

formed	Cathedral	of	Westminster	that	Terry	edits	those	Taverner	masses.	

They,	and	the	whole	Tudor	church	music	series,	are	presumably	closely	

related	to	the	gradual	expansion	of	choral	repertoire	in	the	Cathedrals	

and	Oxbridge	chapels.	I’m	not	sure	what	was	happening	in	Oxbridge	

chapels,	presumably	that’s	how	a	lot	of	the	repertoire	gets	there.	There	

seems	to	me	there	is	a	particular	strain	in	British	musicology,	which	is	

represented	by	people	like	Thurston	Dart	or	Richard	Runciman	Terry,	

which	is	strongly	performance	based.	I	think	that’s	a	tradition	which	I	hark	

back	to	and	that’s	been	commented	on.	Dart	was	a	very	good	keyboard	

player;	Denis	Stevens	would	be	another	one;	David	Wulstan	will	be	

another	one.	I	mean	there	were	people	whose	musicology	was	very	

strongly	geared	towards	performance	in	a	way	that	I	think	is	unintelligible	

without	that	whole	backdrop	of	the	Cathedrals	and	the	Oxbridge	choirs.	

Interviewer	 Well	that	was	my	final	question,	so	thankyou	ever	so	much.	
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APPENDIX	G:	INTERVIEW	WITH	DAVID	SKINNER	

INTERV IEW	CONDUCTED 	BY 	EVA-MARIE 	MIDDLETON	3RD 	 JUNE 	2013 	

Interviewer	 	To	start	with,	can	you	tell	me	how	you	first	came	to	be	involved	in	choral	

music?	

David	Skinner	 I	was	always	very	musical	and	I	think	I	knew	from	the	age	of	5	that	music	

was	going	to	be	a	part	of	my	life.	I	actually	wanted	to	be	a	rock	star.	I	

played	the	guitar	for	many	years,	had	my	own	band,	but	then	I	got	

interested	in	classical	music	and	classical	guitar.	That’s	when	I	was	about	

15.	Then	at	school	I	joined	a	madrigal	group	and	it	was	very	new	to	me.	I	

was	just	very	much	struck	by	the	tuning	and	sonority	of	that	group,	and	I	

was	hooked	ever	since.	I	think	most	musicians,	musicologists,	tend	to	

progress	forward.	I	went	from	Bach	backwards.	So	my	interests	now	are	

essentially	fifteenth	-	sixteenth	century	and	Pan-European,	but	mostly	

English.	

Interviewer	 	How	did	you	make	the	move	from	singing	in	these	madrigal	groups	to	

actually	directing	them?	

David	Skinner	 I	was	a	choral	scholar	at	Christ	Church	Oxford	and	it	was	there	that	I	

formed	The	Cardinall’s	Musick	with	Andrew	Carwood.	He	was	very	much	

the	natural	director	and	I	was	the	musicologist.	Although	there	was	always	

something	in	me	that	wanted	to	direct.	I	used	to	have	my	own	sextet	at	

college,	six	of	us	à	la	King	Singers.	So	I	had	experience	there.	With	the	

Cardinall’s	Musick	it	was	a	very	strange	arrangement	where	there	are	two	

directors	always	listed	on	the	records,	certainly	the	first	8	volumes	of	the	

Byrd	or	the	Fayrfax	and	Ludford.	I	suppose	I	always	yearned	to	have	my	

own	group.	When	I	moved	to	Magdalen	to	lecture	after	Christ	Church,	this	

would	have	been	in	2001,	Bill	Ives,	who	was	the	director	of	music	there,	

was	very	kind	to	allow	me	to	set	up	my	own	mixed	voice	choir.	We	called	it	

Magdala	and	it	was	a	very	successful	amateur	group.	There	were	a	number	

of	semi	pro	singers	around	in	Oxford	in	those	days	anyway,	so	we	had	a	

really	fine	back	row.	There	wasn’t	really	much	going	on	in	Oxford	in	those	

days,	apart	from	Queens.	It	was	very	popular	and	we	toured.	We	made	lots	

of	recordings	and	it	was	going	from	Magdalen	to	here	where	I	set	up	my	

own	foundation	at	Sidney.	In	the	interim,	2005,	I	decided	to	found	Alamire.	
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I	knew	it	was	something	that	was	going	to	happen	but	2005	was	just	the	

right	year.	I	got	together	all	my	favourite	singers	and	friends	and	we	just	

started,	and	now	it’s	really	taken	off,	especially	with	our	new	agency.	I	

suppose	I	cut	my	teeth	conducting	when	I	was	a	teenager	running	my	own	

groups,	but	Magdala	was	a	real	learning	experience	for	me	in	terms	of	

mastering	gestures	and	having	ideas.	Andrew	Carwood	was	very	much	an	

influence	in	those	years	in	The	Cardinall’s	Musick.	Now	I	just	very	much	

enjoy	the	duality	of	having	a	collegiate	choir	and	a	professional	choir,	

‘cause	I	learn	so	much	from	both	all	the	time.	

Interviewer	 You’ve	touched	on	it	a	little	bit	but	in	you	journey	backwards	through	music	

history.	When	did	you	first	come	across	Tudor	music	in	particular?	

David	Skinner	 My	first	experience	would	have	been	at	Christ	Church.	Actually,	no	that’s	

not	true,	‘cause	I	was	in	Edinburgh	for	a	year	before,	and	I	sang	at	St	Mary’s	

Cathedral,	and	that	was	my	first	dip	into	that	sort	of	stuff.	But	certainly	at	

Christ	Church.	Stephen	Darlington	was	very	keen	on	programming	music	

that	I’d	edited.	My	very	first	project	was	a	mass	by	John	Taverner,	Monte	

Christi,	which	lacks	its	tenor	part.	So	I	reconstructed	it.	That	was	my	

academic	input,	and	then	we	recorded	it	with	him.	It’s	from	that	period	

that	I	really	got	into	a	lot	of	Tudor	music,	and	my	thesis	was	on	two	Tudor	

choir	books	anyway.	I	suppose	the	nice	thing	about	it	was	it	became	very	

infectious,	and	not	many	people	were	recording	the	stuff	‘cause	it	was	very	

difficult.	Fayrefax	especially,	and	Ludford	hadn’t	even	been	touched.	So	

having	recorded	the	complete	works	of	Ludford	then	Fayrefax,	Byrd	was	

the	next	obvious	thing.	But	then	also	exposure	to	so	much	other	Tudor	

church	music,	not	only	just	recording	them	but	also	editing,	having	to	listen	

to	the	takes	over	and	over	again.	When	a	product	would	come	out	I	would	

have	heard	it	a	100	times,	so	that	just	embeds	the	style	in	your	ear	so	

clearly,	which	is	why	I	find	reconstruction	so	easy	‘cause	I	just	understand	

the	style.	

Interviewer	 It’s	just	part	of	you	at	that	point.	

David	Skinner	 Yes.	It’s	very	easy	reconstructing	Byrd,	reconstructing	Gibbons,	Fayrefax,	

Ludford.	They’re	very	different	but	there	are	certain	sets	of	rules	that	are	

so	fundamentally	understandable	that	it’s	very	cogent.	It’s	a	very	cogent	

exercise.	It	just	works.	I	think	that	takes	years	of	experience	and	just	lots	of	

exposure	to	the	music.	

Interviewer	 Can	you	identify	any	specific	influences	on	your	approach	to	directing	early	
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choral	music?	

David	Skinner	 I	think	my	earliest	influence	in	terms	of	sound	was	Andrew	Parrott	and	The	

Taverner	Choir.	In	those	days	the	early	music	scene	was	dominated	by	two	

choirs:	The	Sixteen	and	The	Tallis	Scholars,	and	they	were	strongly	

influenced	by	David	Wulstan	and	the	Clerkes	of	Oxenford.	There	was	this	

belief	that	all	Tudor	church	music,	‘cause	it’s	English,	goes	up	a	minor	third,	

and	therefore	you	redistribute	the	voices	into	something	quite	different	

than	what	we	now	would	understand	as	SATBarB.	I	was	quite	fascinated	

with	that	idea.	it	was	a	very	beautiful	ethereal	sound,	but	as	a	countertenor	

myself	at	the	time,	and	also	knowing	lots	of	singers,	the	sopranos	just	

didn’t	like	it.	There	were	one	or	two	that	liked	it,	but	it’s	a	very	difficult	

thing.	Andrew	Parrott	was	against	this	grain	and	he	performed	music	at	

written	pitch	or	up	a	semitone	or	up	a	tone,	but	kept	the	scoring	SATBarB.	

It	was	that	richness	of	sound	that	had	a	profound	impact	on	me	and	also	

guided	me	in	creating	my	own	editions	for	The	Cardinall’s	Musick	at	this	

lower	pitch.	It’s	interesting	‘cause	that	is	an	evolutionary	thing,	‘cause	I	

now	think	I’ve	got	the	performing	pitches	wrong	for	a	lot	of	the	Fayrefax	

and	Ludford	series.	What	seems	to	work	certainly	is	F#,	so	everything	goes	

up	a	semitone	and	that’s	just	what	works.	It	is	so	apparent	in	our	latest	

Taverner	record	everything	just	sizzles.	Tenors	never	go	any	higher	than	an	

F#,	basses	never	go	any	lower	than	an	F#,	sopranos	again	F#.	The	problem	

is	this:	if	you	try	to	do	anything	in	F	it	always	goes	sharp	anyway	because	

there’s	something	strange	about	the	voice	and	the	tessitura.	The	natural	

break	for	most	people	is	between	an	E	and	an	F.	So	it’s	a	very	

uncomfortable	transition	going	from	an	F	chord	to	a	C	chord.	You	bung	it	

up	a	half:	it	sticks	like	glue.	It	just	doesn’t	go	out	of	tune	at	all.	It’s	quite	

extraordinary.	I	think	my	influence	is	really	the	move	against	what	I	grew	

up	listening	to,	The	Tallis	Scholars	and	The	Sixteen,	and	trying	to	create	a	

sound	that	was	always	in	my	head	that	I	just	didn’t	quite	know	how	to	

create.	Andrew	Parrott	led	that	and	then	Cardinall’s	Musick	was	the	way	

that	I	could	experiment	with	all	that.	

Interviewer	 There’s	going	to	be	a	few	questions	in	this	interview	about	aesthetic	

concerns	and	or	aesthetic	values.	I’m	using	that	in	this	study	to	refer	to	that	

you	might	say	a	choral	performance	is	made	up	of	blend,	tuning	and	the	

text	and	the	balance	between	the	parts	and	all	these	different	elements.	So	

I’m	interested	to	know	what	are	the	major	concerns,	which	ones	you’d	
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prioritise	in	a	performance.	

David	Skinner	 I	always	say	to	all	my	choirs	that	the	first	thing	that	anybody’s	going	to	hear	

is	the	start	and	the	last	thing	that	they’re	going	to	hear	is	the	cadence,	and	

always	my	primary	concern	is	to	make	sure	that	I	can	train	up	a	choir	that	is	

able	to	actually	come	in	on	a	clean	line.	That’s	a	primary	concern.	Then	also	

knowing	how	to	set	up	a	cadence.	So	I	really	don’t	care	what	happens	

leading	to	the	cadence	but	as	soon	as	you	get	to	the	cadence,	what	always	

works	is	that	there’s	a	slight	surge	and	then	you	hit	the	last	chord	and	you	

relax	and	you	breathe	throughout	the	chord.	There	are	a	lot	of	choirs	out	

there	that	sing	bang	in	tune,	but	it’s	because	of	the	sonority	that	we	

(Alamire)	use	and	the	pitch	that	we	use	and	the	voices.	How	I	layer	the	

voices	is	a	very	particular	thing	that	nobody	else	does,	which	is	why	some	

of	our	final	chords	are	so	in	tune	that	really	your	teeth	will	fall	out.	There	

are	finals	in	the	Taverner,	we’ve	just	recorded	Sheppard’s	Media	Vita,	and	

everything	just	sizzles.	So	they’re	very	important	things	and	they’re	very	

trademark-y,	so	that	those	finals	just	hit	you	right	between	the	eyes.	

Especially	in	the	Eton	Choirbook	repertory.	Then	everything	that	comes	in	

between	is	very	much	singing	on	the	vowel,	lots	of	vowel,	lots	of	vowel,	

and	only	in	terms	of	consonants,	those	are	there	to	break	up	the	vowel.	

Which	is	why	there	is	just	a	feeling	of	a	very	powerful	wall	of	sound.	I’m	

very	determined	to	emphasise	that	Tudor	church	music	is	not	ethereal.	It’s	

earthy	and	it’s	gutty	and	it’s	meant	to	be	quite	testosterone	driven.	That’s	

how	it’s	written	and	the	singers	respond	to	it	so	naturally	if	they’re	given	

the	chance	to	sing	in	a	good	range.	It’s	just	a	much	richer	fuller	sound.	But	

other	people	would	prefer	to	have	their	polyphony	rather	ethereal	and	

playing	in	the	background,	as	sort	of	wallpaper.	But	I	think	there’s	more	to	

it	than	that	and	I	think	the	composers	thought	that	too.	

Interviewer	 I’d	like	to	ask	the	same	vein	of	question	but	phrased	a	different	way,	which	

is	from	the	point	of	view	of	a	reviewer	coming	to	one	of	your	performances.	

What’s	the	best	comment	you’d	like	them	to	say?	What’s	the	thing	you	

want	to	be	obvious	to	the	reviewer?	

David	Skinner	 I	think	it’s	important	that	nothing	is	boring,	and	my	greatest	fear	about	any	

concert	is	that	I’m	boring	people.	I	talk	all	the	time	in	my	concerts.	I	talk	

about	the	music.	I	set	it	up.	Because	a	concert	of	sixteenth	century	music	is	

quite	heavy	going,	if	you	don’t	break	it	up	with	some	chat	then	I	think	you	

could	lose	your	audience	quite	clearly.	Some	of	the	chat	is	academic;	most	
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of	it	is	quite	anecdotal,	quite	funny.	I	try	to	get	them	to	laugh	and	bring	

them	on	my	side.	We	(Alamire)	did	this	concert,	the	Cadogan	Hall,	a	couple	

of	weeks	ago	and	it	was	a	good	example	of	what	I	like	to	do.	We	had	a	

reviewer	there	and	she	wrote	exactly	what	I	would	have	written	were	I	to	

be	at	that	concert.	It’s	the	idea	that	you	know	what	you’re	going	to	get	

with	Alamire,	because	of	the	academic	background	to	it,	that	you’re	going	

to	learn	something.	You’re	going	to	go	away	from	the	performance	and	

have	learnt	something.	Not	only	that,	you	are	treated	to	a	very	energised	

performance,	perfectly	in	tune,	beautifully	phrased.	There	are	moments	

where	your	heart	stops	because	it’s	so	quiet	and	hushed,	and	other	times	

when	you’re	so	excitable	because	it	gets	very	loud	and	quite	powerful.	

Contrast.	In	those	days	a	very	famous	musicologist,	which	I	won’t	mention	

the	name,	his	thoughts	about	polyphony	was	that	you	get	the	singers	to	

start	a	line	of	music	and	then	think	about	the	lawn	mowing,	think	about	

gardening	or	something.	Don’t	interpret	it;	the	composer	already	did	that	

for	you.	But	I	don’t	think	that’s	the	case.	I	mean	singers	have	emotions	and	

we	react	to	what’s	put	in	front	of	us.	Music	has	very	clear	signposts	and	a	

lot	of	reviewers	do	recognise	that	we	identify	those	signposts.	Why	do	we	

get	into	this	in	the	first	place:	because	performances	out	there	aren’t	what	

you	imagine.	For	me	I	make	the	records	really	not	for	the	public,	I	make	

them	for	me.	If	I	like	them,	great,	and	you	know	I’ve	got	them	forever	and	I	

can	listen	to	them.	If	reviewers	don’t	like	it,	if	they	do,	great,	but	you	know	

it’s	a	very	competitive	world	out	there	and	you	don’t	know	who’s	going	to	

be	reviewing	you.	More	often	than	not	the	reviews	are	rather	mixed.	But	

that	would	be	it:	that	they	go	away	having	learnt	something	and	also	

treated	to	a	very	energised	and	emotional	performance.	

Interviewer	 Energised	and	emotional.	So	we’re	now	going	to	move	on	to	these	old	

recordings	that	I	have	here,	and	firstly	do	you	have	any	preconceptions	

when	I	say	early	or	period	recordings?	

David	Skinner	 I’m	assuming	Sir	Richard	Terry,	Westminster	Cathedral,	all	that	sort	of	stuff,	

maybe	early	King’s	College.	

Interviewer	 OK.	Have	you	listened	to	anything	from	the	first	half	of	the	twentieth	

century	before?	

David	Skinner	 I	went	through	a	phase	of	trying	to	find	things	in	the	National	Sound	

Archive.	I	teach	a	course	at	Cambridge,	it’s	called	Introduction	to	Early	

Sacred	Music.	In	the	very	last	one,	it’s	about	where	we	are	today,	how	has	
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the	performance	practice	standards	changed	and	are	they	better.	You	can	

hear	this	evolution.	Early	King’s	recordings,	that	was	the	ethereal	beautiful	

in-tune	sound,	and	our	ears	have	become	so	acutely	aware	of	tuning	that	

what	we	considered	to	be	bang	in	tune,	like	recordings	in	the	‘80s,	I	

remember	so	clearly	thinking	you	couldn’t	do	it	any	better,	and	now	you	

listen	to	them	and	you	think	“mmm	that’s	quite	out	of	tune	isn’t	it”.	The	

lack	of	intonation	is	more	apparent.	With	digital	editing	we’re	producing	

recordings	that	some	people	just	cannot	produce	in	concert.	You	can	get	

the	right	sound.	Certainly	one	of	Alamire’s	strengths	is	if	I	get	my	A-team	

together	you	get	pretty	much	what’s	on	the	record.		

Interviewer	 There’s	going	to	be	four	recordings.	Hopefully	we’ll	get	through	all	of	them.	

The	first	one	is	of	Byrd’s	Ave	Verum	Corpus	recorded	in	1924	by	The	English	

Singers.	Are	you	at	all	familiar	with	The	English	singers?	

David	Skinner	 Who	was	the	director?	

Interviewer	 I	don’t	actually	know	the	name	of	the	director.	Everything	I’ve	seen	seems	

to	be	that	they’re	just	four	singers.	They’re	one	per	part,	they	toured	

internationally,	they	had	a	woman	soprano	and	then	three	men	on	the	

other	pieces.	They’re	an	international	touring/recording	type	of	choir	and	

this	is	their	Byrd’s	Ave	Verum.	I	should	just	say	that	you’re	welcome	to	stop	

me	if	you’ve	had	enough,	ask	for	it	to	be	repeated	again	or	to	interrupt	me	

whenever	you	feel.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 So	what	are	your	first	reactions	to	that?	

David	Skinner	 I’m	surprised,	for	the	1920s,	just	how	little	vibrato	there	is.	I’m	quite	

surprised	by	that	‘cause	I’ve	heard	a	lot	of	early	recordings	and	they	tended	

to	sing	with	a	lot	of	shake.	So	they’re	quite	aware	that	in	order	to	bring	

across	this	music	you	had	to	have	some	sort	of	line	and	not	so	wobbly.	I	

always	hate	to	say	‘no	vibrato’	because	we	all	sing	with	vibrato,	it’s	just	

there,	it	loosens	the	voice.	It’s	remarkable,	from	what	we	know	today,	just	

how	ignorant	the	singers	are,	‘cause	they’re	not	following	anything	to	do	

with	the	text.	There’s	no	text	declamation	whatsoever,	the	stress	is	often	

on	the	wrong	syllable,	there’s	absolutely	not	a	drip	of	emotion	or	

interpretation	in	the	music.	They’re	actually	doing	what	this	musicologist	I	

was	mentioning	said,	they	were	just	singing	it	through.	It	sort	of	plods	

along	and	you	really	long	for	a	little	bit	of	growth,	for	a	little	bit	of	release.	

It’s	very	clear	they	don’t	understand	about	the	context	of	the	piece	and	
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what	it	was	actually	originally	written	for	and	what	it’s	background	was	and	

what	Byrd	might	have	envisioned	for	this	piece.	It	comes	from	the	

Gradualia	1605,	very	much	music	for	a	recusant	Catholic	household.	So	

there	isn’t	really	an	authentic	performing	force,	but	there	would	have	been	

a	lot	of	emotion	behind	it,	and	a	lot	of	understanding	about	the	text	and	

where	that	text	sits	within	the	Mass.	Great	for	1920s.	You	can	hear	the	

chords;	it’s	in	tune.	Also,	the	edition	was	very	odd,	there	were	a	number	of	

things	that	they	just	simply	wouldn’t	do.	I	wonder	where	they	got	that	

from,	especially	underlay	at	the	end,	the	Amen.	The	pitch	in	scoring	is	

completely	wrong,	which	is	one	of	the	reasons	that	you	don’t	get	too	much	

emotion	out	of	it.	I	think	we	can	say	these	things	now,	we	can	say	it	was	

wrong,	because	we	know	so	much	about	this	music	and	so	much	about	

performance	practice.	I	have	spent	most	of	my	career	researching	the	

history	of	the	choirs	in	Tudor	England.	Having	gone	into	the	archives,	

knowing	what	type	of	singers,	what	their	ages	were,	and	also	reading	

commentaries	about	how	people	sing.	We	know	a	lot.	It’s	quite	clear	that	

these	are	singers	that	are	getting	together	for	a	jolly	time,	and	just	nice	

music	to	an	appreciative	audience.	It’s	great	for	that	period,	but	we’ve	

gone	a	long	way.	

Interviewer	 Is	there	anything	that	you’d	add	if	you	were	reviewing	a	choir	today	that	

gave	a	performance	like	that?	

David	Skinner	 If	a	choir	like	that	sang	today	I	would	just	think	that	they	were	an	amateur	

group	of	singers,	I	mean	completely	amateur.	

Interviewer	 Amateur	as	in	no	choral	experience	or	no	experience	of	this	repertoire?	

David	Skinner	 Just	four	people	from	a	choral	society	getting	together	and	singing	it.	I	

mean	nobody	would	buy	it,	obviously,	and	nobody	would	release	it.		I	

would	not	review	it	‘cause	I	refuse	to	review	things	I	don’t	like	‘cause	I	

don’t	see	the	point	in	scathing	something.	

Interviewer	 I	have	another	question	about	aesthetic	values	or	aesthetic	concerns.	If	you	

could	put	yourself	into	the	head	of	an	imaginary	director	who	came	up	with	

that	performance,	can	you	think	of	what	aesthetic	values	he	might	have	

been	trying	if	any	to	elicit?	

David	Skinner	 I	think	this	music	can	be	seen	in	two	different	ways.	I	like	to	compare	actual	

real	composers	and	contemporary	composers,	so	Josquin	and	Fayrefax,	

both	died	in	the	same	year	1521.	Their	music	is	so	polarised,	English	and	

Continental	music	at	this	period	are	so	different,	and	there	are	completely	
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different	aesthetic	values	behind	it.	I	think	that	music	is	seen	by	some	

composers	and	some	performers	as	a	museum	piece,	it’s	something	you	

put	under	glass	and	you	don’t	touch	it,	it’s	just	there.	Others	see	it	very	

much	as	an	emotional	experience,	a	performance	as	a	spiritual	backdrop	

for	a	prayer.	It	seems	that	this	person	is	actually	looking	at	this	as	a	very	

precious	piece	of	music	and	it’s	just	sitting	under	a	museum	glass.	I	think	

maybe	that’s	what	he	or	she	was	trying.	I	don’t	think	there	was	a	director,	I	

think	they	were	self	directed.	I	think	they’re	all	really	just	making	it	very	

coy,	pristine,	as	best	they	could	at	that	time,	and	I	think	that’s	probably	

what	they	were	thinking	they	were	achieving.	

Interviewer	 So	I’d	like	to	read	you	a	quote.	This	is	from	a	review	in	The	Musical	Times.	

Unfortunately	it’s	not	a	review	of	this	exact	recordings,	it’s	a	review	of	a	

recording	The	English	Singers	made	the	year	before	of	another	piece	of	

Byrd,	but	it’s	the	type	of	reviews	they	were	getting	for	their	records	and	it	

says:	

	The	singers	in	the	choral	records	are,	of	course,	The	English	

Singers.	Individual	criticism	is	out	of	place	in	discussing	an	

ensemble,	but	I	feel	I	must	pay	tribute	to	the	women	singers.	The	

purity	of	their	tone	and	the	ease	with	which	they	attack	and	sustain	

high	notes,	are	a	real	refreshment.	I	got	more	joy	from	the	top	

parts	of	these	choral	records	than	from	lots	of	performances	by	the	

numerous	queens	of	song.	These	choral	records	are	fine	examples	

of	the	possibilities	of	individuality	in	team	work.	The	singers	are	

extraordinarily	free,	yet	the	ensemble	is	about	as	near	perfection	as	

possible.	There	is	one	small	blemish	in	the	matter	of	blend;	I	feel	

that	more	real	bass	quality	is	needed	at	the	bottom.	I	was	not	

conscious	of	this	defect	when	listening	to	the	party	at	first	hand	

some	months	ago,	so	it	is	evidently	a	matter	of	recording.	

First,	are	those,	well	the	positive	side	of	that	review,	are	those	things	you’d	

like	to	be	said	about	your	own	performances	the	idea	of	purity	of	tone	and	

individuality	in	teamwork.	

David	Skinner	 In	my	own	performances.	Purity	of	tone	is	almost	an	insult	now;	it	implies	

it’s	boring.	I	think	we’ve	gone	beyond	that	now.	It	was	really	the	sound	of	

King’s	College	Choir	in	the	‘50s	and	‘60s	that	had	that	trademark	English	

hooty	boy	sound,	and	that’s	what	that	soprano’s	doing	too.	For	them	it	is	
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new,	you	would	expect	much	more	wobble,	and	that’s	what	he’s	talking	

about	the	control.	The	bass	is	just	simply	an	untrained	bass,	he’s	not	

resonating	at	all.	I	would	not	like	those	things	to	be	said	about	my	choirs.	

The	individuality	I	suppose	is	one	thing.	The	teamwork	is	important.	I	think	

there	are	some	of	my	colleagues	that	feel	that	the	idea	of	blend	is	a	

naughty	word	in	choral	music,	the	individual	voices	really	should	stand	out	

in	polyphony,	because	they’re	gorgeous	voices	and	they’re	characterful	and	

they’ve	got	individuality.	However,	this	is	choral	music	and	it’s	meant	to	

blend,	it	has	to	blend	or	chords	don’t	tune	and	things	don’t	happen	

together,	you	never	get	a	surge	if	people	are	doing	things	at	different	

times.	So	for	me	the	teamwork	is	a	good	idea.	My	very	important	criteria	

for	selecting	singers	is	that	you	have	two	people	on	a	part	and	they’re	

working	together	but	they	don’t	have	the	same	voice,	one	has	blade	and	

the	other	has	body.	That’s	so	the	blade	gives	you	the	absolute	in	tune	note	

and	the	body	gives	the	fur	around	it.	So	if	you	get	the	right	people,	

especially	tenors	and	basses,	it’s	a	very	powerful	thing.	I	would	love	for	

someone	to	actually	comment	on	that	in	terms	of	teamwork	and	selection	

process.	I	think	anything	to	do	with	purity	of	tone,	unless	there’s	a	very	

sensitive	part	that	they’re	drawing	out	within	all	this	emotion,	I	can	

imagine	liking	that.	

Interviewer	 But	not	as	a	general	concept?	

David	Skinner	 No.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	the	recording	again	in	light	of	those	

David	Skinner	 No,	it’s	in	here	forever	now.	

Interviewer	 So	knowing	that	audiences	at	the	time	felt	that	way	about	recordings	given	

by	The	English	Singers,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	this	

performance?	

David	Skinner	 No.	I	think	that’s	what	I	would	expect	because	there’s	nothing	that	came	

before	it.	This	is	the	time	when	lay	clerks	were	still	occupying	their	

positions	as	old	men,	so	very	wobbly	60	–	70	year	old	voices.	So	this	would	

have	been	a	breath	of	fresh	air,	I	think.	It’s	like	the	first	time	I	heard	the	

Academy	of	Ancient	Music	playing	Handel’s	Water	Music	in	the	‘80s.	I	could	

hear	everything	now,	using	gut	strings	and	no	vibrato.	Now	we	listen	to	

those	performances	and	they	just	seem	boring	and	you	want	a	little	bit	

more	edge	to	it.	Within	the	same	school	of	thought	of	tuning	and	blend,	

we’re	getting	a	bit	more	muscular	and	more	daring.	That’s	a	very	careful	
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performance,	extremely	careful,	like	you	don’t	want	to	break	it.	I	think	Byrd	

would	be	horrified,	he	wants	his	music	sung,	he	says	so	himself.	

Interviewer	 Putting	yourself	back	into	the	shoes	of	the	imaginary	director	of	this	

performance,	can	you	now	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	they	

might	have	had	in	their	head	in	light	of	the	reviews	they	were	getting?	

What	aesthetic	values	do	you	perceive?	Do	you	see	any	different	ones	to	

what	you	spoke	about	last	time?	

David	Skinner	 No,	I	think	still	they’re	pretty	much	the	same.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	this	performance?	

David	Skinner	 To	be	brave	and	sing	with	reasonably	straight	tone,	I	think.	It	is	a	very	white	

noise	and	I	think	real	singers	of	the	time	would	think	that’s	not	a	great	

voice,	it’s	a	very	weak	voice,	sounds	like	a	child	singing.	Because	the	

aesthetic	values	of	professional	singers	of	the	time	were	very	different,	so	

it’s	being	brave	enough	to	do	it.	And	people	like	it	so	they’re	reviewing,	and	

reviewing	well.		

Interviewer	 I	now	have	another	recording	also	by	The	English	Singers.	This	time	it’s	This	

Day	Christ	Was	Born	by	Byrd,	recorded	the	same	year	but	more	lively.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 What	are	your	first	reactions	to	that?	

David	Skinner	 Good	tempo.	I	think	that’s	a	tempo	a	lot	of	people	would	choose	

nowadays.	It’s	interesting	that	whenever	you	get	music	that’s	written	in	an	

excited	way,	or	with	lots	of	madrigalisms,	there’s	this	feeling	that	you	must	

energise	the	tone.	That’s	what	they’re	doing,	and	their	idea	of	energy	is	

vibrato,	so	they’re	shaking	it	up	a	bit	more.	It’s	still	straighter	than	you	

would	normally	expect,	but	I	think	the	clarity	is	not	what	they’d	hoped.	I’m	

sure	that’s	what	they	had	in	mind,	to	straighten	things	out	so	you	can	hear	

all	the	lines.	If	you’re	going	too	fast	and	wobbling	too	much	you	can’t	hear	

the	lines.	With	that	they	didn’t	do	so	well.	But	as	an	early	recording	it’s	

excellent,	it’s	really	something	quite	different.	If	you	were	to	play	that	and	

not	tell	me	who	they	were	I	would	say	they’re	somebody	from	the	‘60s,	

possibly.	So	they’re	in	many	ways	ahead	of	their	time,	which	is	interesting.	

Interviewer	 If	it	was	a	choir	today	giving	a	performance	like	that,	would	you	review	

them?	

David	Skinner	 No.	I’d	say	it	was	awful,	truly	awful.	You	wouldn’t	want	to	listen	to	more.	

They’re	completely	out	of	their	ranges.	It’s	too	high,	so	the	tenors	are	

completely	out	of	their	range,	the	sopranos	are	hooting	away	at	the	top,	
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and	there’s	no	real	foundation,	there’s	no	real	bass.	If	I	was	giving	advice	to	

them	I	would	say	“Can	you	behave	a	bit	more	like	viols?”	Within	these	very	

quick	moving	things	you	still	have	to	have	very	long	quavers,	so	that	you	

can	get	full	length	and	full	sounding	at	every	note.	Then	you	have	to	have	a	

goal	of	the	line.	There’s	no	goal,	they’re	just	singing.	There’s	no	sense	of	

line,	no	sense	of	arrival	anywhere.	It	would	be	interesting	to	work	with	

these	people	just	to	see	if	they	would	respond	to	that,	‘cause	they	probably	

thought	that	last	chord	was	bang	in	tune.	It	sort	of	got	there	near	the	end	

but	there	was	some	fluttering.	If	they	really	heard	an	in	tune	chord	they	

probably	would	be	amazed.	Having	been	working	with	equal	temperament	

their	entire	lives	they	haven’t	really	heard	anything	bang	in	tune.	I	think	

you	have	to	be	conditioned	for	that.		

Interviewer	 Again,	putting	yourself	into	the	head	of	the	imaginary	conductor,	what	

aesthetic	values	do	you	think	he	was	trying	to	get	in	this?	

David	Skinner	 Joyfulness	and	playfulness,	and	also	the	different	colours.	Byrd	is	just	a	

great	composer,	and	they	were	responding	to	the	different	sections	so	that	

every	section	had	its	own	colour,	its	own	character.	I	think	that’s	pretty	

much	it.	Nothing	too	in-depth,	but	I	think	a	rather	fine	performance	

considering	it’s	the	1920s.	

Interviewer	 So	you	certainly	prefer	it	to	the	other	one?	

David	Skinner	 At	least	something’s	happening.	Yes,	absolutely.	It’s	also	the	idea	that	it’s	a	

sacred	song,	but	it’s	a	sacred	song	for	the	chamber,	unlike	the	church	

music	that	we	heard	before	[the	Ave	Verum].	Byrd’s	ideal	then	was	that	it	

would	be	church	music.	They	were	treating	it	[Ave	Verum]	like	a	madrigal,	

and	I	think	that’s	probably	one	of	their	main	errors.	If	they	were	to	treat	it	

[Ave	Verum]	a	bit	more	like	a	religious	song	then	it	might	have	been	more	

successful	in	clarity	of	line.	

Interviewer	 I	have	another	quote.	This	time	it’s	about	a	live	performance	given	by	The	

English	Singers,	but	I’m	hoping	we	can	extrapolate	for	what	people	

perceived	of	their	performance.	It	says:	

Among	the	audience	were	to	be	noticed	leading	members	of	society	

and	representatives	of	the	intellectual	world,	all	of	whom	enjoyed	

not	only	the	singing,	marked	for	its	perfect	unanimity	of	nuance	

and	interpretation,	but	also	the	madrigals,	motets,	ballets,	and	

duets	by	Byrd,	Purcell,	and	Weelkes,	as	well	as	the	British	and	Irish	

songs,	in	which	a	revival	of	a	literature	almost	unknown	to	those	
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present	was	brought	to	their	notice.	

Are	those	things	you’d	like	to	be	said	about	your	performances,	the	idea	

that	you’re	bringing	pieces	people	have	never	heard	before?	

David	Skinner	 Yes.	I	don’t	see	the	point	in	recording	Missa	Papae	Marcelli	again.	If	you’ve	

got	something	new	to	say	then	do	it.	That’s	the	reason	we	recorded	Media	

Vita.	It’s	been	recorded	by	a	number	of	groups	but	not	the	way	I’d	like	it.	

Whatever	we’ve	produced	is	something	new,	or	I’ve	gotten	something	new	

out	of	it,	or	it’s	a	different	angle	and	I	never	thought	about	it	this	way.	Yes,	

I	think	that	that	would	be	a	rather	nice	thing.	

Interviewer	 That’s	much	better.	You	didn’t	like	the	other	review,	but	this	one	you’d	like	

said	about	you.	And	the	unanimity	of	nuance	and	interpretation?	

David	Skinner	 Well,	that’s	his	opinion,	and	I	suppose	that’s	what	he’s	hearing.	Presumably	

they’re	[The	English	Singers]	standing	on	their	own	with	this,	so	there’s	no	

comparison,	there’s	no	benchmark,	they	are	the	benchmark.	But	if	that’s	

said	about	any	of	my	recordings	that’s	actually	quite	a	compliment,	

because	they’re	saying	that	in	light	of	everybody	else.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	want	to	listen	to	it	again?	

David	Skinner	 No.	

Interviewer	 Knowing	that	audiences	felt	that	way,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	

about	this	performance?	

David	Skinner	 No.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values?	

David	Skinner	 No.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	this	performance?	

David	Skinner	 When	the	texture	became	homophonic.	I	applaud	them	for	actually	

straightening	it	out	a	bit	and	becoming	more	churchy.	I	think	that’s	what	

they	were	thinking.	Reverential	music	to	them	means	straight	tone,	it	

seems.	I	think	just	being	brave	enough	to	try	to	interpret	the	different	

characters	of	counterpoint,	that’s	putting	it	together.	There’s	so	much	

more	you	could	do	with	it,	obviously,	but	I	think	they	made	a	good	attempt	

and,	as	I	said,	great	tempo.	

Interviewer	 We’re	just	going	to,	for	a	second,	talk	about	choirs	today	again.	You	

mentioned	this	before	in	your	own	work	with	Alamire	and	then	with	the	

chapel	choir	here.	Do	you	perceive	a	clear	difference	between	resident	

choirs,	such	as	the	chapel	choir	here,	and	touring	choirs?	
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David	Skinner	 Yes.	With	my	own	choir	there’s	a	cycle,	so	every	September	you	lose	a	third	

of	your	choir	and	new	people	come	in.	I	normally	get	them	to	where	I	want	

them	to	be	around	this	time	of	year	[June]	just	before	we	record	or	we	go	

on	tour,	and	remarkably	every	year	the	choir	sounds	pretty	similar	even	

though	the	voices	are	different.	So	I	must	be	doing	something	right	in	my	

choir	training,	because	I’ve	got	a	very	clear	idea	about	what	I’m	after.	Many	

people	have	commented	in	the	past	that	the	Sidney	Sussex	choir	sounds	

like	a	young	Alamire,	‘cause	of	the	way	I	get	them	to	sing	on	the	open	

vowel	and	the	tuning	and	all	of	that.	They’re	my	own	kids	and	I	can	spend	

as	much	time	with	them	as	I	wish.	I	don’t	have	to	pay	them	anything.	If	I	

want	to	call	an	extra	rehearsal	I	call	an	extra	rehearsal	and	it’s	great.	We	

sing	four	times	a	week.	The	difference	with	Alamire	is	that	these	people	are	

very	busy.	They	sing	elsewhere.	They	sing	for	all	the	other	groups,	or	they	

might	be	oratorio	singers	doing	solos,	so	they’re	jumping	from	Bach	to	

some	Purcell	to	McMillan,	working	with	The	Sixteen	then	Tenebrae	then	

something	else	then	coming	back	to	me.	I	spend	most	of	the	first	part	of	

rehearsal	getting	them	to	sing	the	way	I	like	them	to	sing.	I	remember	in	

the	early	years	it	took	me	a	good	hour	for	them	to	not	sound	like	another	

group	or	a	generic	group.	Now,	because	we’ve	got	such	regular	

membership	and	become	busier,	they	snap	into	it	straight	away,	because	

they	know	what	I	like.	Sometimes	I’ll	have	to	remind	them	about	certain	

things,	like	the	ends	of	phrases.	There’s	this	vogue	now	amongst	sopranos	

that	all	finals	are	shaked,	so	they	will	sing	and	then	the	last	note	just	shake.	

Why	are	they	doing	that?	It	doesn’t	work	with	the	polyphony	that	we’re	

doing,	it’s	for	later	music.	So	I’ve	got	very	much	a	house	style	that	applies	

to	both	[Sidney	Sussex	chapel	choir	and	Alamire],	but	I	get	more	immediate	

satisfaction	from	my	chapel	choir	at	the	end	of	the	year.	Then	again,	if	I’ve	

got	the	team	that	I	work	with	of	Alamire	all	the	time	then	it	just	snaps	into	

place	and	they	know	what	to	expect	and	what	the	gestures	mean.	

Interviewer	 OK.	Extrapolating	back	from	that,	would	you	expect	those	differences	to	be	

similar	at	the	beginning	of	the	twentieth	century,	between	resident	choirs	

and	touring	choirs,	or	would	you	expect	less	differences	between	the	two?	

David	Skinner	 Well,	I	think	it’s	all	down	to	finance.	With	touring	choirs	you	have	to	pay	

them	and	it’s	expensive.	I	would	imagine	in	those	days	these	guys	got	

together	because	they	liked	to	be	together	and	they	didn’t	worry	about	

finance.	They	were	probably	singing	together	as	much	as	a	cathedral	choir	
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would	have	sung	together.	They	were	one-to-a-part	and	they	had	a	very	

clear	vision	as	to	what	they	were	after.	I	don’t	think	there	would	have	been	

much	of	a	difference.	It	would	all	have	been	in	terms	of	financial	

implications,	which	is	what	we’re	always	thinking	about	now.	If	I	want	to	

do	a	series	of	concerts	and	I	can’t	afford	the	rehearsal,	we	don’t	do	it.	I	

never	really	thought	about	touring	choirs	in	this	period	[1920s].	

Interviewer	 The	reason	I	bring	that	up	is	‘cause	I’m	now	going	to	play	you	some	

recordings	of	resident	choirs,	starting	with	Westminster	Cathedral.	They’re	

also	going	to	sing	the	Byrd	Ave	Verum	to	get	that	direct	comparison.	This	is	

a	recording	from	1929.	Are	you	familiar	with	Westminster	Cathedral	during	

the	‘20s?	

David	Skinner	 Yes,	very	much	so.	

Interviewer	 So	this	is	Lancelot	Long	directing,	so	after	Terry.	

David	Skinner	 Yes.	Terry	had	a	break	down.	He	was	working	on	Tudor	Church	Music.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 So	what	did	you	think	of	that?	

David	Skinner	 You	can	tell	it’s	a	liturgical	choir.	They’ve	had	more	experience	singing	this	

sort	of	stuff.	It’s	a	very	small	choir,	I	was	expecting	more	singers.	I’d	like	to	

know	just	how	big	it	is.	I	was	trying	to	judge	whether	the	men	were	single	

voices	but	it	does	seem	at	least	two	on	the	part.	A	very	dominant	singer	in	

each,	and	a	very	insensitive	bass	who’s	singing	far	too	loudly	compared	to	

what’s	going	on.	There	are	very	few	boys	it	seems.	Do	you	know	anything	

about	the	number?	

Interviewer	 I	don’t	know	the	exact	number	for	this	particular	performance.	

David	Skinner	 An	authentic	Tudor	choir	would	be	very	small	indeed,	4	men	and	7	boys.	It	

sounds	like	a	very	small	select	group	for	this	recording;	maybe	they	didn’t	

use	the	entire	choir.	Admiration	must	be	given	for	their	attempts	to	

interpret	and	that’s	what	they’re	doing.	You	can	really	tell	that	this	is	a	

liturgical	performance	and	the	other	one	was	a	chamber	performance.	

That’s	the	fundamental	difference,	I	think.	The	chamber’s	was	reasonably	

straight.	The	vowels	were	so	covered	[in	the	Westminster	recording],	I	

mean	[demonstrates	‘miserere’]	and	that’s	not	even	a	word.	What	we	try	

to	do	these	days	is	to	brighten	the	vowels	and	give	it	a	bit	more	ping,	but	

this	was	very	bizarre	pronunciation.	It’s	like	they	all	had	cotton	in	their	

mouth.	But	I	suppose	that	was	the	hootiness,	the	quality	that	grew	into	

what	David	Wilcox	trademarked	at	Kings.	I	prefer	that	performance	to	the	
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other	one	I	think,	‘cause	at	least	it’s	doing	something.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	review	it	if	it	were	given	today?	

David	Skinner	 No.	It’s	so	fundamentally	different.	Even	recordings	from	the	‘80s	that	we	

thought	were	good	then,	if	they	were	to	appear	now	they’d	be	slated,	

‘cause	we’ve	grown	to	expect	a	totally	different	thing,	a	higher	quality	of	

musicianship,	a	greater	sense	of	tuning,	and	some	emotion	in	the	music.	

There’s	emotion	in	there	of	course,	but	I	think	the	quality	and	the	blend,	it	

was	very	bass	heavy,	it	would	not	get	a	good	review	in	any	magazine	today	

if	they	were	a	modern	group.	

Interviewer	 Putting	yourself	into	the	head	of	the	director,	what	aesthetic	values	do	you	

think	were	present?	

David	Skinner	 I	think	he	was	thinking	far	more	churchy.	He	probably	knew	something	

about	Byrd,	something	about	the	English	Reformation,	something	about	

recusants.	I	think	certainly	that	was	a	much	more	spiritual	performance.	

He’s	obviously	trying	to	shape	every	single	word,	whether	or	not	you	agree	

it	should	go	louder	or	softer.	Some	of	it	gets	really	quiet	at	times.	The	

phrase	o	mortis	you	would	normally	lean	into	a	bit	more,	but	he	had	a	

completely	different	idea.	He’s	thinking	probably	more	about	this	as	Ave	

Verum	Corpus	the	communion	motet,	so	it’s	all	about	the	sanctity	of	what’s	

happening.	They’re	probably	imagining	the	distribution	of	the	bread	and	

wine,	so	it	has	a	more	liturgical	feel.	

Interviewer	 Again	I	have	a	quote.	This	is	the	review	of	Musical	Times	of	this	exact	

recording,	which	I	was	very	glad	to	find.	In	the	review	they	actually	

reviewed	a	Westminster	Abbey	recording	first	and	then	contrasted	it	with	

this	one,	so	they’d	both	come	out	at	the	same	time.	I’ll	just	read	from	the	

Westminster	Cathedral	section:	

The	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	is	also	recorded,	and	inevitably	

one	makes	comparisons.	I	can't	say	good	things	about	the	music	of	

the	Benediction	service	-	very	ordinary	hymn-tunes	and	a	dullish	

Motet	by	Eslava.	A	couple	of	Byrd	Motets	are	a	better	test.	The	'	

Ave	Regina'	opens	far	too	jerkily	by	the	trebles,	and	I	feel	that	the	

pace	throughout	is	too	quick.	The	fine	'Ave	Verum'	is	better	in	every	

way	deeply	expressive,	and	with	the	right	note	of	urgency	in	the	

climaxes.	The	poignant	discords	-	where	Byrd	writes	F	sharp	against	

F	natural	and	again	B	flat	against	B	natural	-	seem	to	be	toned	

down	somewhat,	but	that	may	be	a	matter	of	recording.	There	are	
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excellent	men's	voices	in	this	choir,	especially	in	the	bass	

department,	but	I	very	much	prefer	the	Abbey	boys.	The	Cathedral	

treble	tone	is	too	hooty,	and	even	'	Amen	'	comes	out	as	'Oomoo’.	

They	also	thought	that	wasn’t	such	a	good	thing.	So	ignoring	the	negative	

elements	of	that,	some	of	the	more	positive	elements,	the	expressivity	and	

the	urgency	in	the	climaxes,	are	those	things	you’d	like	in	your	own	

performance	or	to	be	said	about	your	own	performances?	

David	Skinner	 Yes,	very	much.	I	think	anybody	would,	otherwise	you’re	not	human.	It	is	

emotional	music.	The	comment	about	the	steadying	the	false	relations	is	

interesting.	When	you	look	at	very	old	editions	of	this	music	it’s	actually	

stated	that	it’s	like	that.	There’s	usually	a	little	asterisk	and	even	Edmund	

Fellows	says	this	should	be	sung	lightly	and	you	don’t	want	to	draw	

attention	to	it.	Whereas	nowadays	we	want	to	draw	attention	to	it,	we	sing	

through	it.	

Interviewer	 And	the	reviewer	wanted	it	drawn	attention	to.	

David	Skinner	 Yes,	but	that’s	interesting	because	the	editors	of	the	time	actually	

suggested	that,	so	that	must	have	been	a	common	performance	practice	of	

the	time,	that	we’ll	just	draw	a	veil	over	that	little	ugly	moment,	I’m	sure	

Byrd	didn’t	mean	it	but	we’ll	sing	it	anyway.	

Interviewer	 What	about	the	blend?	He	seems	to	really	like	this	exceedingly	strong	bass.	

David	Skinner	 I	think	maybe	it’s	the	way	that	it’s	recorded.	The	boys	are	just	too	quiet	

and	very	hooty,	so	the	balance	just	doesn’t	work.	It’s	like	a	very,	very	

massive	foundation	and	then	it	gets	lighter	like	a	pyramid.	

Interviewer	 You	don’t	subscribe	to	the	pyramid?	

David	Skinner	 No.	Everybody’s	equal.	That’s	why	this	high	pitch	thing	doesn’t	work,	

because	it	gives	too	much	dominance	to	the	treble	and	you	don’t	hear	

anything	else	in	between.	Every	voice	has	to	be	as	strong	as	the	next	and	

equally	blended,	otherwise	you	don’t	get	the	sonority	that	the	composers	

were	really	expecting	at	the	time.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	want	to	listen	to	it	again?	

David	Skinner	 No.	

Interviewer	 So	knowing	that	was	the	review	of	this	particular	performance	or	recording,	

does	that	change	the	way	that	you	feel	about	it	at	all?	

David	Skinner	 No.	I	think	I’m	so	opinionated	when	it	comes	to	early	music	that	I	think	I	

draw	an	opinion	pretty	much	straight	away,	in	the	first	thirty	seconds.	I	
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would	not	need	to	listen	to	more	than	twenty	seconds	to	form	the	same	

opinions.	Once	you	know	the	style	of	how	they’re	going	to	sing	you	pretty	

much	know	how	they’re	going	to	carry	on,	with	a	few	surprises	thrown	in.	

No,	I	haven’t	changed	at	all.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	the	conductor	was	trying	to	

go	to?	

David	Skinner	 I	think	that’s	fairly	clear	what	they	were	thinking.	It’s	a	liturgical	

performance	by	a	liturgical	choir	in	Catholic	surroundings.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

David	Skinner	 For	its	date,	I	quite	admire	the	fairly	straight	tone	and	the	attention	to	

some	sort	of	blend	and	tuning.	I	mean	it’s	not	bad	actually.	The	vowels	are	

just	awful.	It	could	be	fixed	so	much	if	someone	would	just	tell	them	to	

lighten	up	a	bit	and	that	might	make	the	upper	voices	a	bit	louder	too.	But	

they’re	all	doing	the	same	thing,	which	is	just	weird.	I’ve	never	heard	that	

before.	

Interviewer	 So	the	last	recording	I	have	is	of	Edward	Bairstow	conducting	the	York	

Minster	choir	and	they’re	doing	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born	in	’27.	You’re	

familiar	with	Edward	Bairstow	and	York	Minster?	

David	Skinner	 Yes.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

David	Skinner	 That	end	was	extraordinary.	It	sounds	like	a	liturgical	choir	again.	It’s	a	

much	bigger	sound	than	Westminster	Cathedral.	I	think	what’s	interesting	

about	it	are	two	things.	The	speed	just	does	not	work,	I	mean	I	don’t	think	

it	works,	but	that’s	how	they	learnt	it	and	maybe	the	boys	were	

comfortable	with	that	slower	tempo.	Boys	sound	very	different	in	modern	

times,	but	what’s	interesting	is	that	if	you	isolate	the	men,	that	could	be	St	

Mary’s	Cathedral	when	I	sang	in	St	Mary’s	Cathedral	in	the	late	‘80s.	You	

can	just	smell	the	roast	beef	on	their	breath.	They’ve	had	a	big	lunch,	

they’ve	come	in	to	Sunday	Evensong	and	they’re	just	shouting.	It’s	a	very	

familiar	sound	I	think.	I’m	quite	surprised	that	it	does	seem	to	have	a	

connection	to	modern	times	more	than	I	would	expect.	The	boys	are	very	

different	but	it’s	all	right	I	suppose.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	review	it?	

David	Skinner	 No.	If	something	like	that	appeared	in	modern	times	it	would	be	a	choral	

society	who	were	just	getting	together	for	fun	and	not	really	knowing	what	

they’re	doing,	not	having	much	context	as	to	what	the	piece	is	about	or	any	
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musicological	advice	about	tempi	and	mensuration	signs	and	how	to	

interpret	them.	It	would	be	totally	unfair.	It’s	just	bunch	of	amateurs	

getting	together	and	making	a	record.	Who	would	release	it	I	don’t	know,	

but	these	days	you	can	release	your	own	records	on	iTunes.	

Interviewer	 True.	Do	you	perceive	any	aesthetic	values	in	this	performance?	If	you	put	

yourself	into	the	head	of	Bairstow,	what	was	he	getting	at?	

David	Skinner	 I	don’t	know.	He’s	a	composer	himself.	I’m	quite	surprised	at	his	

interpretation	because	everything	you	would	expect	to	be	more	light	and	

bouncy	is	just	the	opposite.	The	final	alleluias	are	very	plodding	and	it	just	

grinds	to	a	halt	at	the	end.	It’s	like	he’s	having	a	laugh.	If	I	were	to	be	

reviewing	the	conductor	I’d	think	he’s	out	to	lunch	and	doesn’t	know	what	

he’s	doing.	I	don’t	think	there	are	any	values	because	he’s	not	really	

responding	to	the	text	as	one	would	expect.	It’s	surprising	for	a	composer	

because	he’s	written	some	very	beautiful	music.	

Interviewer	 OK.	I	have	a	quote	about	one	of	the	live	performances	given	by	York	

Minster	at	this	time	and	it	says:	

	Byrd’s	‘Great	Service’	has	lately	been	sung	twice	at	York	Minster	–	

an	ideal	building	for	such	music.	The	performance,	under	Dr.	

Bairstow,	was	notable	for	its	rhythmic	life	and	its	expressive	–	even	

dramatic	–	quality.	

So	firstly,	those	are	things	you’d	like	said	abut	your	own	performances?	

David	Skinner	 Yes,	I	think	anybody	would.	

Interviewer	 I’m	guessing	you	don’t	want	to	listen	to	the	recording	again.	

David	Skinner	 No,	I’ve	got	it.	

Interviewer	 Knowing	that	people	were	listening	to	performances	like	that	and	finding	it	

dramatic	and	expressive,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	it?	

David	Skinner	 No.	Byrd	is	just	not	performed	very	much.	The	reason	that	the	Great	

Service	was	performed	there	was	because	they	had	the	manuscripts,	so	

somebody	would	have	edited	it,	Fellows	or	Terry.	So	they	had	the	

manuscripts	and	sung	them	for	the	first	time,	but	that	piece	is	so	thickly	

textured	that	you	can’t	help	but	make	it	dramatic.	I	can’t	really	put	those	

quotes	to	that	performance.	I’m	imagining	what	they	would	have	sounded	

like	with	the	Great	Service.	I	imagine	it	would	have	been	rather	robust	and	

hopefully	a	good	tempo	set.	It	would	be	difficult	to	know.	

Interviewer	 You	don’t	find	that	particular	recording	dramatic?	
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David	Skinner	 It	is	dramatic	in	a	sense.	It’s	a	bunch	of	men	just	shouting	and	having	a	

good	time.	The	age	is	apparent	too.	You	can	tell	that	these	are	seasoned	

lay	clerks	and	that	they’re	jobbing	musicians.	They	go	in	and	do	this	every	

day.	I	suppose	the	freshness	would	be	that	they’re	singing	Byrd,	they’re	not	

singing	Bairstow.	I	would	say	that	was	a	dramatic	performance	for	the	day,	

I	just	don’t	agree	with	the	tempo.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	of	any	different	aesthetic	values?	

David	Skinner	 No.	I	really	don’t	think	that	he	was	thinking	about	anything,	to	be	honest.	I	

think	he	thought	this	was	a	jolly	madrigal,	let’s	put	it	down,	let’s	record	it.	

Maybe	he	had	some	thoughts	about	text	setting	but	I	think	his	head	

mustn’t	have	been	in	that	day.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

David	Skinner	 I	suppose	the	quality	of	the	voices	is	quite	good	for	the	period.	I’ve	got	very	

strong	views	about	countertenors	as	I	used	to	be	one.	The	countertenors	

were	very	ugly,	but	I	think	the	bass	and	tenors	were	very	admirable	and	

they	were	producing	a	fairly	decent	tone	for	1927.	I	think	for	their	time	

they	were	quite	a	good	ensemble.	I’d	rather	hear	music	by	this	ensemble	

than	Westminster	Cathedral,	certainly.	

Interviewer	 OK.	That’s	the	last	of	the	recordings.	I	just	have	some	concluding	questions.	

More	generally,	do	you	think	the	performing	style	of	Tudor	choral	music	has	

changed	over	the	century?	

David	Skinner	 Yes,	very	much	so.	It’s	changed	over	the	last	decade.	

Interviewer	 Well	that’s	my	next	question.	Has	it	changed	over	your	performing	career?	

David	Skinner	 Absolutely.	It’s	changed	enormously.	From	growing	up	on	Tallis	Scholars	

recordings,	to	cutting	teeth	with	Cardinall’s	Musicke	and	a	completely	

different	recording	style,	and	then	to	my	own	Alamire	now.	I’m	often	

curious	as	to	how	things	have	changed.	We	(Alamire)	will	record	the	Byrd	

and	Tallis	Cantiones,	and	there	are	many	recordings	of	these	pieces.	I	often	

set	up	my	Apple	TV	so	I	can	listen	to	all	the	versions.	You	can	hear	

something	like	Da	Mihi	Auxilium	sung	by	a	choir	that	I	admired	in	the	‘80s,	

and	then	Cardinall’s	Musicke,	a	choir	that	I	was	a	part	of	and	even	

produced	that	recording	and	the	editions,	and	then	our	Alamire	recording,	

and	they’re	fundamentally	different,	all	three	of	them.	I	was	surprised	just	

how	different	the	Alamire	performance	is.	Also	the	recording	quality,	from	

what	The	Cardinall’s	Musicke	produced	ten	years	earlier.	Some	of	the	

voices	are	the	same	as	in	Alamire,	though	their	way	of	singing	is	slightly	
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different.	They’re	intonation	is,	I	think,	more	acute,	but	the	recording	

quality	of	Alamire	is	just	much	more	present	and	powerful.	It	gives	you	very	

much	a	sense	of	what	it’s	like	to	be	in	the	room.	Whereas,	I	think	the	

earlier	recordings,	they’re	just	too	flat	in	terms	of	recording	quality,	they	

sound	as	if	you’re	over	there,	you’re	not	sitting	in	the	middle	of	it.	That’s	

what	we	work	on	quite	extensively	for	our	Alamire	recordings.	We	have	a	

particular	technique	that	I	don’t	think	anybody	else	uses	but	it	does	work,	

and	you	can	recreate	the	sound	that	I	experience	in	front	of	them	in	the	

studio.	It’s	a	mixture	of	spot	mics	and	ambient	mics.	Yes,	it’s	changed	

enormously.	I’m	sure	it	will	continue	to	change.	It	must.	It’s	evolution.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	think	the	expectation	of	listeners	and	reviewers	has	changed	over	

the	century,	and	then	also	over	your	own	performing	career?	

David	Skinner	 It’s	difficult	to	say	how	expectations	might	have	changed	between	the	

1920s,	‘30s,	‘40s	and	then	‘50s.	Then	we	get	to	a	point	where	King’s	College	

Choir	are	famous	and	are	leading	this	movement	of	very	clean,	hooty	

singing.	Maybe	that	was	the	standard	and	we	have	that	through	the	‘50s	

and	‘60s.	Then	The	Alfred	Deller	Consort,	it’s	a	good	example	with	The	

English	Singers.	They’re	very	wobbly,	but	the	recording	techniques	

changed,	they’re	much	closer	so	you’re	hearing	more.	In	our	time	I	think	

expectations	have	changed	because	of	the	dangers	of	digital	editing.	The	

philosophy	of	Nimbus	Records	back	in	the	‘80s	was	that	they	never	edited,	

basically	you’re	getting	a	live	performance.	The	early	Christ	Church	

recordings	that	I	was	on,	I	hear	them	these	days	and	that’s	how	the	choir	

sounded,	there	was	just	a	few	imperfections	but	it	was	a	rather	good	

ensemble.	Now	we	edit	the	hell	out	of	everything,	we	want	to	make	it	

perfect,	and	some	ensembles	do	quite	regularly	three	edits	per	bar.	What	

we	(Alamire)	try	to	do	is	if	you	get	the	right	singers	lined	up	then	you	save	

on	the	editing	bill.	I	can	guarantee	you	in	the	20	minutes	of	Sheppard’s	

Media	Vita	there	maybe	no	more	than	20	or	30	edits,	whereas	I	can	

guarantee	you	elsewhere	you’d	find	there’d	be	hundreds	and	hundreds.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	feel	choirs	from	the	first	part	of	the	twentieth	century,	such	as	the	

ones	we’ve	heard	today,	do	you	feel	they	play	a	role	in	the	development	of	

the	performing	style	of	Tudor	choral	music?	

David	Skinner	 They	must	have	done	because	they	pioneered	everything.	They’re	bringing	

it	to	the	public	and	exposing	the	music	for	what	they	think	it	is.	The	only	

thing	is	they’re	always	singing	the	same	pieces.	
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Interviewer	 I	have	deliberately	picked	the	same	pieces	so	that	we	can	have	comparison.	

David	Skinner	 But	we	also	know	from	the	editions	that	are	available,	and	certainly	

growing	up	in	the	tradition	and	in	my	adult	life,	the	same	pieces	keep	

coming	up.	That’s	why	as	an	editor	and	a	musicologist	I’m	very	keen	to	

bring	new	repertoire	to	a	choir.	It	was	very	common	to	repeat	music	lists	

when	I	was	going	through	the	system	in	Oxford.	Here	we	sing	so	much	new	

music,	and	that’s	mainly	to	keep	me	sane.	People	have	commented	that	

Sidney	Sussex	choir	has	the	most	diverse	music	list,	because	we	do	Latin	

Choral	Vespers	on	a	Wednesday.	So	we	sing	lots	of	Latin	Magnificats	and	

earlier	music,	and	with	our	new	chamber	organ	we	do	lots	of	verse	

anthems	that	I’m	digging	up.	Not	all	the	same	stuff	all	the	time,	always	

something	new.	I	think	that’s	so	important.	They	[1920s	choirs]	are	not	

only	bringing	this	stuff	out,	but	they	are	actually	setting	a	repertoire	which	

will	be	repeated.	They’re	choosing	the	pieces	which	we’ll	be	performing.	

Byrd’s	Mass,	Ave	Verum	Corpus,	Palestrina’s	Sicut	Cervus.	Palestrina’s	a	

very	good	example.	He	wrote	107	masses…..	

Interviewer	 ….but	you	only	ever	hear	Sicut	Cervus.	

David	Skinner	 Yes,	you	only	hear	2	or	3	of	them.	It’s	extraordinary	but	it’s	people	being	

brave	and,	again,	rehearsal	time.	

Interviewer	 I	have	a	final	quote	and	this	is	from	a	contemporary	academic	and	here	he’s	

talking	about	recordings	of	medieval	music,	so	slightly	earlier,	but	I’d	like	to	

see	what	you	think	about	his	comment.	He	said:	

...it	is	tempting	to	go	on	to	say	that	the	ensemble	singing	in	these	

recordings,	whether	from	the	1930s	or	the	1950s,	is	so	execrable	in	

imprecision	of	pitch	and	timing	that	it	is	hardly	surprising	that	

unaccompanied	performance	was	not	taken	seriously	as	a	general	

medieval	practice…		

Do	you	think	comments	like	that	could	be	applied	to	this	repertoire	and	the	

recordings	you’ve	heard	today?	

David	Skinner	 No,	I	don’t	think	so.	No,	they	stand	on	their	own	without	instruments	quite	

easily.	

Interviewer	 Are	they	execrable,	that	terrible,	what	you’ve	heard?	

David	Skinner	 No,	I	don’t	think	so.	This	is	Daniel	Leech-Wilkinson.	I	mean,	you’re	listening	

to	it	with	a	completely	different	pair	of	ears	these	days.	The	a	cappella	

heresy	we	went	through,	Gothic	Voices	and	no	instruments,	we’ve	come	

full	circle	again.	Now	people	are	using	the	instruments	again	and	I	think	it’s	
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just	down	to	the	tastes.	Now	we’re	being	brave	to	add	colour	to	our	music,	

so	having	instruments	and	it	does	sometimes	help.		

Interviewer	 So	you	think	these	recordings,	while	you	wouldn’t	review	them	today,	but	

you	wouldn’t	cast	them	off	as	the	worst	things	in	the	world?	

David	Skinner	 No.	It’s	rather	enlightening	hearing	the	English	group.	I	do	remember	them,	

I	just	can’t	remember	the	context.	Certainly	a	good	comparison	would	be	I	

Fagiolini	as	a	secular	touring	consort	versus	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir.	

It’s	the	same	thing.	Totally	different	styles	of	singing.	It	would	have	been	in	

Byrd’s	time	too.	Music	for	the	chamber	and	music	for	the	chapel,	they	must	

have	handled	it	differently,	even	though	they	were	the	same	singers.	

Interviewer	 Just	two	more	questions.	Firstly,	the	repertoire	we’ve	heard	today,	the	Ave	

Verum	and	the	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born,	do	you	consider	that	to	be	part	of	

early	music?	

David	Skinner	 Yes,	it	is	early	music,	it’s	by	Byrd.	I	think	anything	that	is	out	of	living	

memory	is	early	music.	I’m	of	the	school	that	Brahms	is	early	music.	We’re	

getting	to	the	point	now	that	Stravinsky’s	Rite	of	Spring,	we	perform	it	so	

differently	now	than	we	would	then,	so	we	can	say	that	is	a	very	early	

version	or	authentic	version.	That’s	the	one	thing	we	don’t	have	in	the	

Renaissance.	We’re	so	far	removed	culturally	and	physically	that	we	

haven’t	a	clue	what	they	would	have	thought,	how	they	would	perform	this	

stuff,	apart	from	the	music	itself.	That’s	the	interesting	thing,	‘cause	you	

look	at	how	composers	construct	the	music,	and	if	you	understand	scoring	

and	pitch	and	matching	voices	to	those	lines,	then	I	think	you’re	getting	

closer.	I	think	that	if	we	would	go	back	I	would	hope	that	we’d	hear	the	

same	sonorities.	Certainly	the	vowels	would	be	different,	certainly	the	

intonation	would	be	different,	but	the	idea	of	sonority	would	be	in	there.	

Interviewer	 Last	question.	That	was	about	the	repertoire	itself.	Do	you	think	these	

recordings	and	these	choirs	from	the	first	half	of	the	century,	do	you	think	

they	played	a	role	in	the	development	of	early	music?	

David	Skinner	 They	have	to	because	they’re	performing	it	and	they’re	bringing	it	to	life.	

This	is	the	first	time	that	this	music	has	been	edited,	Tudor	Church	Music	in	

the	1920s,	it’s	all	coming	out.	I	don’t	know	if	this	is	apocryphal	or	not,	but	

when	Philip	Brett	was	for	a	brief	time	Professor	of	Music	at	Oxford,	during	

the	time	when	he	was	preparing	the	Byrd	edition,	the	choirs	were	very	

keen	to	perform	Byrd	so	they	were	putting	on	lots	of	Byrd,	but	he	didn’t	

attend	one	performance	because	he	wasn’t	interested	in	how	it	would	be	
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performed.	I	imagine	there’s	a	lot	of	people	out	there	who	are	

straightforward	musicologists	who	aren’t	primarily	performers	and	would	

feel	that	a	performance	is	not	part	of	the	movement,	that	it’s	not	

important,	that	what’s	important	are	the	dots	on	the	page.	I	think	

performing	musicians	such	as	myself,	Christopher	Page,	Edward	Wickham,	I	

think	we’re	all	of	the	same	mind	that	performance	is	a	vital	part	of	the	

Early	Music	Movement.	How	else	would	you	learn?	I	remember	people	in	

Oxford	who	didn’t	have	any	CDs	on	their	shelves,	it	was	all	books.	There’s	a	

difference	between	a	musicologist	and	a	musician,	and	some	people	are	

both.	In	earlier	music	especially,	because	performances	and	recordings	

help	you	learn	the	piece	quicker,	rather	than	playing	it	through	on	a	piano	

or	looking	through	the	score.	A	lot	of	people	say	that	they	can	read	six	

parts	but	I	think	very	few	people	can.	They	look	at	texture	and	they	can	

look	at	cadence	and	cadence	structures.	If	you	look	at	Fayrefax	on	the	page	

it	looks	like	a	mess,	there’s	no	organisation	at	all	apart	from	the	cantus	

firmi.	You	can	only	get	to	know	it	through	performance.	After	all,	that’s	

what	it’s	written	for,	it	was	meant	to	be	performed	not	to	be	analysed.	I	

feel	very	strongly	about	that.	I	like	the	idea	of	talking	about	how	pieces	are	

put	together	and	the	tinkering	of	them,	but	not	to	talk	about	music	in	such	

a	dispassionate,	removed	way,	in	a	way	that	probably	wasn’t	going	through	

the	composer’s	mind	when	it	was	composed.	Primarily	it’s	composed	to	be	

sung	and	I	think	that’s	an	important	part	of	it.	So	yes,	I	would	say	they’re	a	

part	of	the	movement	because	they’re	performing	it.	

Interviewer	 No,	it’s	a	good	answer.	That	was	the	final	question.	Thankyou	very	much	for	

your	time.	 	
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APPENDIX	H:	INTERVIEW	WITH	EDWARD	WICKHAM	

INTERV IEW	CONDUCTED 	BY 	EVA-MARIE 	MIDDLETON	4 TH 	 JUNE 	2013 	

Interviewer	 Could	you	please	tell	me	how	you	first	came	to	be	involved	in	choral	

music?	

Edward	Wickham	 As	a	child,	probably	when	I	was	about	five	or	six,	at	a	parish	church	choir	

in	Southampton	where	I	was	born	and	brought	up.	My	elder	brothers	

were	both	trebles	in	the	choir.	So,	I	started	then.	After	a	couple	of	years,	I	

went	to	be	a	chorister	at	St.	George’s	Chapel,	Windsor.	I	was	there	for	

five	years	as	a	boarder	and	did	all	the	things	that,	you	know,	a	chorister	

does.	I	was	choral	scholar	at	Christ	Church,	Oxford,	from	’87	to	’90	and	

continued	from	there	on.	

Interviewer	 And	how	did	you	make	the	transition	into	choral	direction?	

Edward	Wickham	 I	did	that	really	at	university.	There	were	a	few	things	that	I	was	quite	

interested	in	repertorially,	which	we	weren’t	doing	in	the	cathedral	choir.	

So	I	got	a	bunch	of	singers	together	and	we	did	that	and	that	was	actually	

the	first	time	that	we	called,	I	called	a	group	"The	Clerks"	or	The	Clerks’	

Group.	

Interviewer	 So	it	was	more	learning	on	the	job	rather	than	a	particular…	

Edward	Wickham	 Very	much	so	and	learning	from	people	you	work	with.	

Interviewer	 What	was	your	introduction	to	early	choral	music,	Tudor	music?	

Edward	Wickham	 The	very	first	piece	I	ever	remember	singing	in	church	when	I	was	at	

Parish	church	was	Tallis’s	If	Ye	Love	Me.	I	think	that's	got	to	be	the	first	

one	I	ever	sang.	But,	one	doesn't	associate	that	with	a	particular	period	at	

the	age	of	six.	Actually,	when	I	was	a	boy	chorister,	all	that	early	stuff	all	

seemed	rather	tedious.	We	much	preferred	the	modern	stuff,	which	had	

boppy	rhythms	and	fun	things	to	sing.	It	was	really	as	an	undergraduate	

that	I	became	interested	in	the	early	stuff.	It	kind	of	chimed,	I	suppose	

with	an	interest	I	had,	because	I	read	history	at	University	not	music,	in	

medieval	history.	That	was	really	when	I	started.		

Interviewer	 Can	you	identify	any	specific	influences	on	your	approach	when	it	comes	

to	directing	early	choral	music?	

Edward	Wickham	 I	was	looking	through	your	questions,	starting	to	gear	myself	up	for	these	
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sorts	of	things.	In	a	sense,	it's	acting	against	certain	influences	as	much	as	

with	certain	influences.	I	suppose,	having	being	brought	up	in	a	cathedral	

or	sort	of	big	choir	set	up	for	so	long,	I	recognised	that	what	I	wanted	to	

do	was	produce	a	product	which	was	different	from	that	kind	of	public	

type	of	performance,	which	had	a	more	intimate,	chamber-y	type	of	feel.	

So	one	of	the	influences	is	working	against	that.	Having	said	that,	there	

were	certain	people	I	worked	with,	I	would	say	that	I	wasn't	influenced,	

at	least	not	directly,	by	the	people	who	conducted	me	most	regularly,	i.e.	

Christopher	Robinson	when	I	was	a	boy	and	then	Stephen	Darlington	

when	I	was	a	choral	scholar,	the	sorts	of	people	that	I	most	admired	as	a	

young	performer.	I	sang	a	lot	for	a	guy	called	Jeremy	Summerly	who	ran	a	

group	called	Oxford	Camerata.	Because	he's	a	sort	of	charismatic	guy	

anyway,	very	knowledgeable,	I	very	much	enjoyed	singing	for	him.	

Though,	I	would	say,	that	my	stylistic	decisions	are	somewhat	different	

from	his.	But	just	his	general	approach,	as	it	were,	the	collegiality	or	the	

sense	of	intimacy	of	a	group	was	something	that	I	very	much	enjoyed	

being	a	part	of.	After	that,	though	I	never	worked	for	them,	the	people	

that	I	admired	most,	the	generation	above	me,	I	very	much	liked	the	

work	of	Andrew	Parrott	and,	to	an	extent,	I	listen	to	a	lot	of	Tallis	

Scholars	stuff.	I	enjoy	that	to	a	certain	point	and	then	I	hope	to	move	

away	from	that.	The	other	person	that	I	particularly	enjoy	listening	to	

now	is	Paul	Hillier	and	The	Theatre	of	Voices.	So,	it's	that	mob,	I	suppose,	

stylistically.	It’s	one	thing	to	talk	about	stylistic	aspects	and	another	the	

how,	the	way	one	goes	about	doing	things,	and	I	very	much	enjoy	and	

respect	the	way	that	some	of	these	ensembles	create	performances	and	

interact	with	one	another.	I	suppose	the	other	group	that	was	hugely	

influential,	when	I	was	an	undergraduate,	was	Gothic	Voices.	Though	the	

sound	that	they	make	is	something	very	special	and	I	would	never	even	

try	to	recreate	that,	repertorially	and	in	terms	of	timbre,	it	is	just	such	an	

awakening	hearing	them.	Some	of	those	tracks	that	they	put	down	in	the	

‘80s	and	the	early	‘90s	are	still	absolutely	my	favourites,	although	I'd	

never	try	to	do	the	same	thing	myself.		

Interviewer	 There	are	going	to	be	a	few	questions	about	aesthetic	concerns	or	

aesthetic	values.	For	the	course	of	this	study	I	mean	that	if	you	think	of	a	

choral	performance	being	made	up	of	blend,	text,	balance	between	the	

parts,	bringing	out	the	polyphony	as	opposed	to	being	maybe	just	a	single	
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blend,	a	single	chord,	I'm	interested	in	which	ones	you	feel	are	the	most	

important.	Firstly,	in	your	own	performances,	what	do	you	think	are	your	

major	aesthetic	concerns?	

Edward	Wickham	 Well,	it	depends	on	the	demands	of	the	polyphonic	texture.	The	music	

that	The	Clerks	have	cut	our	teeth	on	in	the	past	has	been	music	where	

the	horizontal	line	is	very	important.	One	of	my	main	concerns	when	

we've	been	looking	at	music	of	Ockeghem	and	Josquin,	Busnois	and	

Dufay	and	these	sorts	of	people,	is	to	try	and	tease	out	that	elusive	

balance	between	the	horizontal	and	the	vertical.	Well,	at	least	not	exactly	

the	vertical,	but	the	horizontal	and	a	natural	concern	for	blend.	Now,	

that's	been	achieved,	I	think	at	least	partly	through	the	way	that	we’ve	

set	ourselves	up	as	a	group	with	doubling	on	the	outer	voices	and	then	a	

single	voice	in	the	middle.	It	means	those	inner	voices,	which	can	

sometimes	be	the	voices	which	thicken	the	texture	too	much,	can	be	very	

individualistic.	The	singers	that	I've	been	drawn	towards	have	been	those	

who	can	bring	some	sense	of	individualism	or	character	to	those	inner	

parts.	Whereas	the	upper	voices	are	ones	where,	the	outer	voices,	I	think	

the	concern	perhaps	where	we	double	up	is	perhaps	to	have	something	

which	is	slightly	more	blended,	particularly	in	the	upper	voices,	because	

we	all	know	we're	drawn	very	much	to	the	sound	of	the	upper	voice	and	

our	expectations	are	of	something	which	is	just	a	little	more	unruffled,	

whilst	still	maintaining	some	character.	We	did	experiment	for	a	while	

with	having	a	male	and	female	on	the	top	part	blending	together.	I	quite	

like	that	actually	because	you	kind	of	get	a	bandwidth	in	the	sound,	

which	you	don't	necessarily	get	with	two	countertenors.	But	we	now	

have	two	females	on	the	top	part	and	that’s	primarily	because	it	gives	us	

more	flexibility	with	the	kind	of	repertoire	that	we	do.	Now,	that	I	would	

say	is	something	that's	particularly	concerned	me	with	that	repertoire.	

One	other	thing	I	would	say	is	that	one	of	the	things	we	did	a	lot	of	at	the	

beginning	of	the	last	decade	was	reading	from	facsimile.	So,	we	did	

performances	and	recordings,	not	just	workshops,	but	actually	put	

ourselves	on	stage	and	did	that.	I'm	convinced	it	achieved	something	of	

that	balance	that	I'm	talking	about	between	a	concern	for	the	individual	

line	and	yet	that	closeness,	that	intimacy,	which	creates	a	kind	of	

communal	experience.	That	comes	from	reading	your	own	part	and	not	

having	a	score,	but	actually	also	being	gathered	around	one	book	or	one	
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part,	which	necessarily	brings	much	into	closer	focus.	I	think	sound	wise	

that	changed	the	group.	Of	course	in	live	performance	the	visual	and	the	

aural	are	so	closely	linked	that	I	suspect	that	seeing	people	on	stage,	

seeing	that	directed	people's	ears	in	a	different	kind	of	way	as	well.	So	

there's	a	visual	prompt	to	hearing	the	music	in	a	particular	way	as	well.	

So	for	that	kind	of	repertoire,	I'd	say	that	was	very	much	a	concern.	

We've	done	less	of	the	repertoire	which	requires	a	more	static	or	vertical	

approach	to	things.	To	be	honest,	The	Clerks	are	not	the	sort	of	group	

you	go	to	for	that	sort	of	music.	We	don’t	do	Tavener,	I	mean	the	modern	

John	Tavener	or	Whitacre,	all	this	kind	of	stuff.	So	things	like	vertical	

tuning	itself	is	not	something	that	I've	been	concerned	with	very	much.	

Though	we	did	a	project	involving	the	Taverner	Missa	Gloria	tibi	Trinitas,	

which	entails	some	of	these	grand,	wide	sonorities.	But	even	there,	I	

guess	the	approach	was	much	more	chamber	like	than	The	Sixteen	or	

Tallis	Scholars’s	big	choir	approach.	We	just	recorded	it	one	to	a	part	and	

multi-track	recorded	it,	so	each	person	was	singing	their	own	part.	So,	

that	was	kind	of	fun,	deconstructing	that.		

Interviewer	 Similar	question,	but	phrased	a	different	way.	If	someone	were	to	review	

one	of	your	concerts,	what's	the	highest	praise	that	they	could	give	you	

what's	the	thing	you	want	to	be	obvious	to	the	reviewer?	

Edward	Wickham	 I	think	something	along	the	lines	of	a	commitment	from	individual	singers	

to	their	part,	a	kind	of	constant	stimulation	from	different	vocal	lines.	

Those	are	the	sort	of	things	that	I	found	that	I	value	most.	I	don't	believe	

that	this	music	is	there	primarily	to	wash	over	you	and	wallow	in,	at	least	

not	the	music	that	we've	done.	I	think	that	Ockeghem	and	Dufay,	there's	

a	different	aesthetic	at	play	here.	Of	course,	nowadays,	one	does	

encounter	this	music,	at	least	at	first,	through	the	sense	of	the	numinous	

and	this	sort	thing,	and	that's	an	entry	point	and	that's	fine.	But	actually	

the	building	blocks	of	this	music	are	very	sophisticated	and	reward	

renewed	listening,	and	reward	that	attention	to	inner	detail	which	I	hope	

that	we	can	bring	out	in	our	performances.	So,	the	most	rewarding	

review	would	entail	some	comment	on	the	fact	that	there	was	a	

commitment	to	the	horizontal	line	and	a	vibrancy.	I	constantly	go	on	

about	chamber	like	experience,	like	a	string	quartet,	the	communication	

of	a	string	quartet.	

Interviewer	 We're	going	to	move	on	now	to	the	period	recordings.	Firstly,	do	you	have	
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preconceptions	about	early	recordings?	

Edward	Wickham	 Not	particularly.	I	have	some	experience	in	the	sense	that	I	used	to	

conduct	a	choir	called	The	Renaissance	Singers,	which	made	some	

recordings	from	the	early	‘50s	and	I	did	do	a	bit	of	rework	–	I	wouldn’t	

even	glorify	it	with	the	name	research,	but,	I’ve	dealt	with	them	and	I	

have	some	knowledge	of	them.		

Interviewer	 Have	you	listened	to	anything	from	the	first	half	of	the	twentieth	century?	

Edward	Wickham	 I	must	have	heard	stuff.	Who's	the	guy	at	Kings	College,	London,	who	

does	the	work	into	choral?	He’s	Timothy	Day.	I've	gone	to	a	few	of	his	

lectures	and	heard	some	of	his	stuff.	

Interviewer	 I've	got	four	recordings	today.	We'll	get	through	as	many	as	we	can.	You	

are	more	than	welcome	to	tell	me	that	you've	had	enough	and	that	you	

want	to	stop	it	and	that	you	would	like	to	listen	to	it	again.	You	can	

interrupt	the	questions	and	ask	for	it	again	as	much	of	that	as	you	want.	

The	first	one	is	of	Byrd's	Ave	Verum	Corpus	recorded	in	1924	by	The	

English	Singers.	Have	you	heard	of	The	English	Singers	before?	

Edward	Wickham	 No,	I	haven't	actually	and	when	I	saw	this	I	was	wondering	who	conducts	

them?	

Interviewer	 I	have	a	feeling	they	didn't	have	a	conductor.	All	the	pictures	of	them	only	

ever	show	four	people.	So,	they	were	one	per	part.	Usually	a	woman	on	

the	top	and	then	three	men	and	they	toured	internationally.	

Edward	Wickham	 An	English	choir?	

Interviewer	 Yes.	This	is	their	Ave	Verum	Corpus.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 What	are	your	first	reactions	to	that	recording?	

Edward	Wickham	 Well,	I'm	quite	interested	by	how	reverential	it	is	for	a	four	part	group,	

one	to	a	part,	how	similar	the	gestures	are	to	the	gestures	of	a	traditional	

cathedral	choir.	I	mean,	I	don't	know	whether	these	singers	emerge	from	

that	tradition.	One	assumes	that	they	must	do.	What	it	sounds	like	is	that	

they	are	trying	to	reproduce	the	gestures	that	one	might	be	capable	of	

doing	with	a	bigger	choir	with	a	smaller	group	and	just	about	managing	

them	because	they	were	reasonably	good	singers.	I	think,	nowadays,	if	

you	do	the	one	to	a	part	thing,	you	might	do	it	a	bit	speedier	and	actually	

go	for	a	long,	more	coherent	line	as	opposed	to	going	for	that	more	

spread,	atmospheric	kind	of	approach.	The	other	thing	that	one	notices,	

of	course,	is	the	slight	swooping	up	to	notes,	which	I	guess	may	well	be	
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typical	of	period	performance.	One	hears	it	at	least	in	orchestral	playing	

at	the	time	or	slightly	earlier.	I’m	not	sure	if	it’s	so	prevalent	in	singing.	

I’m	not	the	expert.	That's	my	main	impressions,	that	actually	gesturally	

it's	much	more	similar	to	what	we	expect	in	a	cathedral	setting.	

Interviewer	 If	that	was	a	performance	given	by	a	choir	today	of	the	same	make-up,	

how	would	you	review	it?	Would	you	add	anything	else	to	what	you've	

said?	

Edward	Wickham	 Well,	if	I	was	reviewing	it	today,	I	think	I'd	probably	say	pretty	much	the	

same	thing,	that	they're	attempting	one	thing	with	the	resources	of	

another	thing.	One	would	probably	comment	on	the	slight	tuning	

problems	as	well.	We	expect	something	somewhat	different	now.	I	did	

notice	that	the	internal	tuning	is	pretty	good,	so	it	may	just	be	a	problem	

with	the	technology.	And	the	swooping	may	be	regarded	as	a	little	bit	

anachronistic	now.	

Interviewer	 We	talked	before	about	aesthetic	values	of	your	own.	If	you	put	yourself	

into	the	head	of	an	imaginary	director	who	would	have	come	up	with	that	

piece,	what	aesthetic	values	do	you	think	that	person	would	have	been	

trying	to	go	for?	

Edward	Wickham	 I	guess	the	principal	motivation	or	impulse	behind	that	interpretation	

must	be	a	reverence	particularly	for	the	sanctity	of	the	Eucharist,	I	think	

that	must	be	the	main	thing	there.	Again,	perhaps,	an	appreciation	or	a	

sense	that	this	was	music	for	a	church	space	and	a	church	space	allows	

you	room	for	that	kind	of	speed	as	opposed	to	a	smaller	room	or	a	more	

intimate	environment,	which	might	necessitate	something	a	bit	faster.	

Because	there's	no	acoustic	on	that	recording	you	simply	don't	know	

what's	sounding	in	the	heads	of	the	people	singing	or	in	the	heads	of	the	

director.	

Interviewer	 I	have	a	quote	now	of	a	review	of	one	of	them	recordings	of	The	English	

Singers.	Unfortunately,	it's	not	the	review	of	this	particular	recording,	but	

it's	of	a	recording	they	did	the	year	before	of	another	piece	of	Byrd.	The	

reviewer	said:	

The	singers	in	the	choral	records	are,	of	course,	The	English	

Singers.	Individual	criticism	is	out	of	place	in	discussing	an	

ensemble,	but	I	feel	I	must	pay	tribute	to	the	women	singers.	The	

purity	of	their	tone	and	the	ease	with	which	they	attack	and	
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sustain	high	notes,	are	a	real	refreshment.	I	got	more	joy	from	the	

top	parts	of	these	choral	records	than	from	lots	of	performances	

by	the	numerous	queens	of	song.	These	choral	records	are	fine	

examples	of	the	possibilities	of	individuality	in	team	work.	The	

singers	are	extraordinarily	free,	yet	the	ensemble	is	about	as	near	

perfection	as	possible.	There	is	one	small	blemish	in	the	matter	of	

blend;	I	feel	that	more	real	bass	quality	is	needed	at	the	bottom.	I	

was	not	conscious	of	this	defect	when	listening	to	the	party	at	

first	hand	some	months	ago,	so	it	is	evidently	a	matter	of	

recording.	

So,	to	start,	those	types	of	comments	about	individuality	and	teamwork	

and	purity	of	tone,	are	those	things	that	you'd	like	to	be	said	about	your	

performances?	

Edward	Wickham	 I’m	not	so	fussed	about	the	purity	of	tone	to	be	honest,	which	seems	to	

me	to	be	a	trope	which	is	reductive	and	actually,	as	I	was	saying	before,	

one	is	drawn	always	to	the	top	line	and	psychologically,	acoustically	one	

finds	oneself	so	often	attentive	on	that.	Sopranos,	generally,	are	unable	

to	get	away	with	the	kind	of	vibrato	that's	allowed	in	the	lower	part.	

Would	I	be	happy	with	that	kind	of	review?	I	guess	I	probably	would.	Yes.	

Talks	about	the	flexibility	of	the	group.	The	thing	about	the	bass,	I	didn't	

really	get	that	from	that	recording.	

Interviewer	 You	didn't	think	there	was	a	problem	with	the	amount	of	bass?	

Edward	Wickham	 Well,	I	just	put	that	down	to	the	recording.	You	piece	out	the	

imperfections	with	your	thoughts,	if	you	see	what	I	mean.	You	just	

imagine	what	it	might	be	like.	So,	that	was	not	something	which	troubled	

me.	I	think	for	a	group	that	I	was	directing,	I	think	there	would	be	other	

things	that	I	would	like	to	be	brought	to	the	fore.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	the	recording	for	a	second	time?	

Edward	Wickham	 Not	that	one.	No.	

Interviewer	 Knowing	the	audiences	at	the	time	felt	that	way	about	recordings	like	

these,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	this	recording	and	this	

performance?	

Edward	Wickham	 That	was	a	good	question.	Not	much.	I	suppose	one	assumes	that	they	

were	more	tolerant	of	that	kind	of	vocal	timbre	in	the	individual	voices	

than	the	critics	might	be	today.	I'm	making	allowances	I	suppose	for	a	
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kind	of	change	in	the	sound	world	of	this	music.	I	mean,	I	think	that's	all	

right.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	in	that	performance	to	the	

ones	that	you	spoke	of	before?	So,	in	light	of	this	quote,	does	that	change	

what	you	perceive?	

Edward	Wickham	 Different	aesthetic	values.	No,	I	don't	think	so.	I	think	what	struck	me	

most	is	how	shared	the	values	are	actually.	I	mean,	I	see	those	as	being	

very,	very	similar.	In	terms	of	execution	one	might	change	things,	but	I	

suppose	what	I'm	expressing	is	a	slight	disappointment,	to	be	honest,	in	

that	people	engaging	with	this	music	back	in	the	1920s	where	we	didn't	

have	the	almost	oppressive	sound	world	that's	imposed	on	this	music	by	

the	prevalence	of	recordings	of	particular	groups,	without	that,	then	

they're	still	coming	up	with	a	kind	of	rhetoric,	which	is	so	similar	to	the	

ones	we	understand	today.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

	 Yeah.	I	suppose	the	thing	about	line.	I	like	the	fact	that	they're	doing	it	

one	to	a	part.	I	think	that	feels	very	nice	and	there	wasn't	a	genuine	

sense	of	commitment	to	particular	words,	you	know	“miserere”	and	

when	the	voices	break	out	into	counterpoint	at	certain	points.	There	was	

a	sense	of	commitment	to	the	line,	which	I	think	is	very	nice.	

Interviewer	 So,	the	next	recording	is	also	by	The	English	Singers	from	the	same	year,	

’24,	but	it’s	Byrd’s	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born.	Do	you	know	that	piece?	

Edward	Wickham	 Yes.	I’ve	done	that	one	for	a	while.	

Interviewer	 Much	livelier.	We'll	see	how	they	cope	with	that.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 What	are	your	first	reactions	to	that?	

Edward	Wickham	 There	are	slightly	comic	aspects	to	it.	The	tenors	singing	all	that	way	up,	

and	you	can’t	really	tell	what	an	acoustic	might	do	to	help	with	that.	It’s	a	

very	blunt	kind	of	recording,	of	course.	But,	I	mean,	there’s	an	

enthusiasm,	there’s	a	realism	to	the	singing,	which	is	kind	of	nice.	The	

fact	that	it	raises	a	smile	or	makes	you	laugh	doesn’t	necessarily	make	it	a	

bad	performance.	And	you	might	almost	say	you’re	laughing	with	them	

as	well	as	at	them.	I	suppose	that	sort	of	piece,	which	has	more	overtly	

virtuosic	elements,	does	show	up	a	certain	change	in	technique	and	the	

approach	to	this	kind	of	music.	Some	of	the	runs	were	a	little	bit	less	agile	

than	you	might	expect	from	a	modern	group.	Those	inner	voices	going	up	
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high	would	be	tapered	more,	even	allowing	for	the	recording.	I	think	that	

you	probably	couldn’t	get	away	with	something	like	that	nowadays,	

though	it	would	be	kind	of	fun	to	try.	That	full-throated	approach,	there’s	

something	very	infectious	about	the	enthusiasm	of	that	sort	of	thing.	And	

it’s	all	in	tune.	The	performance	gestures	are	very	nice.	I	think	they’re	

nicely	thought	through.	There’s	a	real	vitality	to	it.	I	suppose	there	are	a	

few	rough	edges,	which	nowadays	in	the	age	of	recording	we're	so	

surrounded	by	such	polished	performances	that	it	would	be	difficult	to	

cope	with	those	sorts	of	things,	particularly	when	you're	recording	and	

you	have	to	listen	to	it	over	and	over	again.	

Interviewer	 Is	there	anything	you’d	add	if	that	was	a	performance	given	by	a	chamber	

choir	today?	

Edward	Wickham	 No.	I	mean	I	think	I've	said	most	of	what	I	wanted	to	say.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	think	they’ve	made	more	use	of	the	fact	that	they	are	one	per	part	

than	in	the	other	recording?	

Edward	Wickham	 Yes.	There	was	more	of	a	chamber-like	feel	to	that.	And	that	sort	of	

approach	suited	the	one	to	a	part	feel	more	than	the	previous	one,	which	

as	I	said	had	that	kind	of	cathedral	aesthetic	to	it.	

Interviewer	 What	aesthetic	values	do	you	perceive	in	that	performance?	If	you	were	

inside	the	head	of	the	imaginary	director	who	came	up	with	that,	what	

was	he	trying	to	go	for?	

Edward	Wickham	 Well,	I	think	he	is	going	for	declamation	of	the	text,	attempting	to	

paragraph	the	music	in	ways	which	make	sense	of	the	music	and	of	the	

text,	so	creating	some	kind	of	contrast.	But	actually	it	seems	as	if	it	

allowed	the	singers	to	express	a	kind	of	conversational	or	communal,	

chamber-y	kind	of	feel	to	the	music,	which	seems	entirely	appropriate.		

Interviewer	 So	I	have	another	quote.	This	time	it’s	about	a	live	performance	that	The	

English	Singers	gave.	And	it	says:	

	Among	the	audience	were	to	be	noticed	leading	members	of	

society	and	representatives	of	the	intellectual	world,	all	of	whom	

enjoyed	not	only	the	singing,	marked	for	its	perfect	unanimity	of	

nuance	and	interpretation,	but	also	the	madrigals,	motets,	

ballets,	and	duets	by	Byrd,	Purcell,	and	Weelkes,	as	well	as	the	

British	and	Irish	songs,	in	which	a	revival	of	a	literature	almost	

unknown	to	those	present	was	brought	to	their	notice.		
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So	are	those	things	you’d	like	said	about	one	of	your	performances?	

Edward	Wickham	 Well,	yes.	The	sense	of	pioneering	work	is	something.	It’s	very	nice	to	feel	

that	you’re	contributing	to	the	sum	of	human	knowledge	as	it	were.	And	

The	Clerks	indeed	have	done	very	much	of	that.	So	that	very	much	

chimes	with	one	of	my	ambitions	is	that	we	should	be	breaking	new	

ground.	

Interviewer	 And	that	unanimity	of	nuance	and	interpretation,	the	idea	that	you	get	

the	sense	that	they	all	have	the	same	goal.	

Edward	Wickham	 Going	back	to	something	I	said	before,	I	don’t	think	that’s	something	that	

I	consider	to	be	a	primary	aesthetic	ambition	of	what	we	do.	Although	in	

terms	of	the	expectations	of	the	listener	and	the	critic	that	might	be	

regarded	as	characteristic	of	that	performance.	I	wouldn’t	have	said	that	

myself	of	that	performance.	It	seems	like	there’s	a	great	individualism	to	

them.	

Interviewer	 Do	I	infer	that’s	what	you	prefer,	that	individualism?	

Edward	Wickham	 Yes,	I	do.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	it	again?	

Edward	Wickham	 I	think	we’ll	give	it	a	miss.	

Interviewer	 Knowing	that	audiences	at	the	time	felt	that	way,	does	that	change	how	

you	feel	about	that	performance?	

Edward	Wickham	 I	guess	I	was	a	little	surprised	that	people	weren’t	so	familiar	with	the	

English	music	of	Byrd	because	I	had	understood	that	sort	of	repertoire	

had	been	performed	since	the	Academy	of	Ancient	Music	onwards,	but	

perhaps	not	in	public	performance	so	much.	And	there	are	various	glee	

clubs	and	all	those	sort	of	things	around.	Indeed	Latin	music	I	know	was	

only	really	revived	in	the	early	twentieth	century	as	far	as	I	know.	At	least	

a	Latin	music	in	Latin	as	opposed	to	contrafactum.	But	yes,	that	is	a	little	

surprising	and	I	guess	one’s	assumption	of	what	is	a	unified	or	blended	

sound	is	very	different	now.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	different	aesthetic	values	in	that	performance,	in	light	of	

the	quote?	

Edward	Wickham	 Well,	yes,	absolutely.	If	that	was	indeed	what	the	conductor	was	going	

for	then	by	our	standards,	he	failed,	but	he	failed	in	a	wonderful	way.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	elements	you	admire	about	that	performance?	

Edward	Wickham	 Yeah,	I	do.	The	sort	of	unboundedness	of	it,	the	enthusiasm	of	it.	
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Interviewer	 Excellent!	So	just	to	return	to	choirs	today	for	a	second.	Do	you	perceive	a	

difference	between	choirs	that	are	resident	in	a	particular	place?	So,	for	

example,	the	chapel	choir	here	as	opposed	to	choirs	that	don’t	have	a	

particular	home	and	can	tour	around.	

Edward	Wickham	 We	also	need	to	make	a	distinction	between	choirs	which	are	constantly	

renewing	themselves,	as	in	the	choir	here,	or	a	choir	which	has	a	fixed	

membership.	If	we’re	talking	about	somewhere	like	here,	the	thing	is	that	

we	have	a	cycle,	a	natural	cycle,	which	lasts	both	within	a	year	and	within	

a	three-year	undergraduate	lifespan.	So,	at	the	beginning	of	a	year,	from	

Michaelmas	term,	you	have	to	work	hard	to	get	a	choir	together.	By	this	

time,	you	are	absolute	riding	high	in	it	and	doing	very	well.	So	that’s	a	big	

difference.	There’s	a	difference	in	terms	of	ambition	of	the	singers	and	

indeed	the	reason	they’re	there.	For	a	singer	in	a	place	like	this,	it’s	a	

communal	activity.	It’s	a	social	thing.	Not	many	of	them	are	actually	

formal	Christian	worshippers,	but	still	sing	in	services	because	they	want	

to	sing	the	music	and	they	want	to	be	part	of	this	group.	So	it’s	often	an	

extension	of	the	life	that	they’ve	had	at	school	as	well.	By	contrast,	a	

group	like	The	Clerks	or	a	freelance	group	working	out	of	London,	it’s	

about	coming	for	a	three-hour	session	and	you	have	a	particular	specified	

way	of	doing	things.	Of	course,	it’s	a	professional	thing,	so	one	has	to	

treat	people	in	that	kind	of	way	and	you	have	to	organise	rehearsals	in	a	

particular	kind	of	way.	In	terms	of	the	kind	of	influences	that	people	bring	

to	bear,	in	a	choir	like	this	where	for	most	of	them	I	am	the	only	choral	

director	they	know,	they	will	get	a	lot	from	me	and	there	will	be	a	sense	

of	continuity	of	training,	of	repertorial	focus,	and	all	that.	For	a	group	

who	come	together	just	for	the	occasion,	of	a	particular	concert	for	

instance,	they	will	have	come	maybe	even	that	morning	from	a	rehearsal	

with	someone	else	and	they’ll	come	with	their	heads	full	of	totally	

different	music.	So,	that’s	a	challenge	to	try	and	refocus	people.	I	mean,	

they’re	professionals	and	they	do	it.	They’re	very	used	to	it.	But	even	if	

the	project	that	I’m	doing	with	The	Clerks	is	the	thing	that	is	most	

important	to	me	at	that	time,	you’ve	got	to	recognise	that	the	other	

people	have	five	projects	like	that	which	they’re	doing.	At	the	moment	

The	Clerks	are	working	on	this	music	science	thing	about	auditory	

streaming	and	they’re	all	very	faithful	and	express	enthusiasm	when	

they’re	there.	But	then	they’ll	go	off	and	do	a	session	of	Eric	Whitacre	or	
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something	and	it’s	a	completely	different	thing.	

Interviewer	 Extrapolating	back	from	that,	do	you	think	that	that	difference	would	

have	been	more	or	less	pronounced	in	the	beginning	of	the	twentieth	

century	than	some	of	the	choirs	we’re	listening	to	today?	

Edward	Wickham	 Oh,	much	less	pronounced,	surely.	Actually	thinking	about	the	

backgrounds	of	these	singers,	I	guess	not.	They’re	not	actually	opera	

singers.	That	would	be	the	main	thing,	if	you’re	going	from	an	opera	

house	to	a	chapel	choir.	I	don’t	know	enough	about	the	sociology	of	this.	

In	other	countries,	they	do	have	that	thing,	don’t	they?	Or	have	had	that	

thing,	where	the	opera	singers	will	also	furnish	the	choirs	and	presumably	

they	have	to	bring	different	aesthetic	values	to	bear	on	that.	Come	to	

think	of	it,	if	that	sort	of	music	is	so	extraordinary	to	them,	doing	those	

sort	of	performances	of	Byrd,	one	wonders	what	these	singers,	assuming	

they’re	professionals,	were	doing	other	than	that.	So	perhaps	actually,	

going	back	on	what	I	said,	perhaps	actually	they	would	have	had	to	

recreate	their	approach	to	do	this	sort	of	music.	

Interviewer	 Well,	the	reason	that	I	asked	that,	we’re	now	going	to	listen	to	at	least	

one	–	I	think	we	probably	only	have	time	for	one	–	recording	of	a	resident	

choir.	In	this	case,	it’s	a	cathedral	choir	recording	that	I've	managed	to	

get.	We’re	going	to	start	with	Westminster	Cathedral,	singing	the	Byrd	

Ave	Verum	recorded	in	1929.	Are	you	familiar	with	the	reputation	of	

Westminster	Cathedral	in	the	beginning	of	the	century?	

Edward	Wickham	 Yeah.	Terry?	

Interviewer	 This	is	just	after	Terry.	So	it’s	Lancelot	Long	directing	it.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 So	what’s	your	first	reaction	to	that?	

Edward	Wickham	 Well,	it’s	a	very	bass-heavy	recording.	I	don’t	know	if	that’s	intentional	or	

not.	And	you	do	get	the	swoops	of	the	bass.	It’s	a	bit	more	mannered,	

actually.	The	gestures	are	much	more	clearly	and	elaborately	produced	

than	the	previous	one.	Although	again	you	can’t	hear	it	in	the	recording,	

they	seem	to	be	basking	in	a	nice,	big	acoustic.	I	know	the	cathedral	

acoustic	is	huge	and	very	generous	for	that	sort	of	thing.	So,	it’s	a	

different	approach.	I	would	still	say	that	aesthetically	that	and	the	first	

one	come	from	the	same	kind	of	conceptual	stable.	The	first	one	

attempting,	in	a	sense,	to	recreate	that	kind	of	sound	on	a	smaller	scale.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	add	anything	to	that	review	if	it	was	a	modern	choir	giving	
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that	performance?	

Edward	Wickham	 Well,	I	wouldn’t	add	anything	else,	but	I	would	just	make	the	point	very	

strongly	about	the	basses.	

Interviewer	 So,	putting	yourself	into	the	head	of	Lancelot	Long,	the	director,	what	

aesthetic	values	do	you	think	he	was	trying	to	prioritise?	

Edward	Wickham	 I	think,	probably	projection	more	than	anything	else.	I’m	thinking	about	

Westminster	Cathedral	as	a	building.	If	they’re	singing	from	the	same	

place	as	they	do	now	from	behind	the	altar,	then	I’m	thinking	they’re	

attempting	to	fill	up	an	entire	space.	

Interviewer	 I	have	another	quote	and	this	is	actually	a	review	of	this	exact	recording.	

It	came	from	a	review	in	which	a	first	recorded	Westminster	Abbey	

recording	and	then	moved	to	Westminster	Cathedral.	So,	they	both	came	

out	at	the	same	time.	So,	I’ll	just	read	from	the	Westminster	Cathedral	

section:	

The	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	is	also	recorded,	and	inevitably	

one	makes	comparisons.	I	can't	say	good	things	about	the	music	

of	the	Benediction	service	-	very	ordinary	hymn-tunes	and	a	

dullish	Motet	by	Eslava.	A	couple	of	Byrd	Motets	are	a	better	test.	

The	'	Ave	Regina'	opens	far	too	jerkily	by	the	trebles,	and	I	feel	

that	the	pace	throughout	is	too	quick.	The	fine	'Ave	Verum'	is	

better	in	every	way	deeply	expressive,	and	with	the	right	note	of	

urgency	in	the	climaxes.	The	poignant	discords	-	where	Byrd	

writes	F	sharp	against	F	natural	and	again	B	flat	against	B	natural	

-	seem	to	be	toned	down	somewhat,	but	that	may	be	a	matter	of	

recording.	There	are	excellent	men's	voices	in	this	choir,	especially	

in	the	bass	department,	but	I	very	much	prefer	the	Abbey	boys.	

The	Cathedral	treble	tone	is	too	hooty,	and	even	'	Amen	'	comes	

out	as	'Oomoo’.	

Edward	Wickham	 That’s	quite	right.	The	‘Ohh-ve’	at	the	start	is	very	obvious.	That	very	

covered	tone.	He	likes	the	bass	as	well.	Okay.	What	was	the	other	thing?	

Interviewer	 He	talks	about	how	expressive	it	is	and	then	urgency	among	the	trebles.	

Edward	Wickham	 And	I	would	say	that	as	well.	That’s	true	as	well.	The	way	in	which	the	

pace	is	mixed	up	is	nice	I	should	think.	

Interviewer	 Are	those	things	you’d	want	in	your	own	performances?	

Edward	Wickham	 Yeah,	I	think	so.	
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Interviewer	 With	the	blend,	they	seem	to	really	like	this	big	bass	sound	at	the	bottom.	

Do	you	subscribe	to	that	sense	of	blend?	

Edward	Wickham	 It’s	not	so	appropriate	for	this	piece,	I	don’t	think.	I	think	it	needs	to	be	

fairly	even	tapered.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	again?	

Edward	Wickham	 No,	no.	

Interviewer	 Knowing	the	audiences	at	that	time	felt	that	way	specifically	about	this	

recording,	does	that	change	any	way	you	feel	about	the	performance?	

Edward	Wickham	 Well,	yeah.	It	just	kind	of	reminded	me	of	things	that	I	would	have	said	

myself.	But	yes,	it’s	interesting	that	they	so	much	favour	that	bass	sound,	

and	it	just	makes	me	wonder	whether	at	that	period	there	was	a	certain	

lack	of	quality,	rounded	bass	choral	singers	who	were	prepared	to	sing	in	

these	kinds	of	environments	rather	than	on	the	opera	or	oratorio	stage.	

Interestingly	one	finds	a	similar	phenomenon	in	the	fifteenth	century	

where	the	bass	voice	is	almost	fetishized.	That	sonority	is	obviously	really	

valued.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	from	the	ones	you	

identified	before?	

Edward	Wickham	 If	that	bass	sound	is	indeed	something	which	is	sought	after,	then	that	is	

an	interesting	point.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

Edward	Wickham	 Very	much	so.	The	mixing	up	of	timbre.	Again,	that	real	commitment	to	

text,	which	we	saw	in	the	other	one.	

Interviewer	 Now,	there	is	one	more	recording.	Would	you	like	to	listen	to	another	

recording	or	should	we	move	to	the	concluding	questions?	

Edward	Wickham	 We	better	move	on	actually,	I’m	afraid.	Sorry.	

Interviewer	 That’s	fine.	So,	just	to	reflect	more	generally.	Do	you	think	the	performing	

style	of	Tudor	choral	music	has	changed	over	the	century	and	also	over	

your	own	performing	career?	

Edward	Wickham	 Certainly,	over	the	course	of	the	century.	My	own	performing	career,	yes,	

probably.	I	think	I’ve	become	more	content	to	go	with	an	individualistic	

approach	and	put	aside	the	one	learned	from	the	cathedral	tradition.	

Interviewer	 How	would	you	characterise	that	change	over	the	century?	

Edward	Wickham	 Well,	rhetorical	gesture	has	become	much	more	carefully	nuanced	and	

much	less	obviously	extrovert.	The	timbre	of	voices	has	changed	

particularly	in	the	top	part.	So	that	although	the	up-to-date	performances	
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don’t	have	that	very,	very	pure	sound	in	the	‘60s,	‘70s,	and	early	‘80s,	

when	Wulstan	was	around	doing	his	stuff,	that	was	very	much	the	

aesthetic.	And	that,	combined	with	a	high	voice	heresy	you	might	call	it,	

encouraged	a	kind	of	timbre	which	has	so	influenced	recordings	and	the	

sound	world	that’s	being	produced	for	this	music.	It’s	almost	inescapable.	

Interviewer	 So	I	think	you	mentioned	a	little	bit,	I’m	not	sure	whether	you	were	talking	

about	yourself,	but	what	are	the	changes	you	found	in	your	own	direction	

of	Tudor	music?	

Edward	Wickham	 Well,	Tudor	music	hasn’t	been	a	main	of	part	of	what	I’ve	done.	Let’s	

think	about	the	Gloria	tibi	Trinitas	as	the	piece	that	I’ve	done	most,	and	I	

would	say	that	in	dealing	with	that	piece,	I’ve	been	much	more	interested	

particularly	in	big	choral	sections	with	intricate	contrapuntal	gestures	as	

opposed	to	grand	vertical	gestures.	And	then	the	emergence	from	that	of	

these	verse	sections,	which	seem	to	emerge	in	a	much	more	coherent	

fashion	from	the	overall	texture	if	one	treats	them	like	that.	What	else	

can	I	say	about	Tudor	music?	

Interviewer	 Would	you	have	done	that	same	approach	at	the	beginning	of	your	

career?	

Edward	Wickham	 I	don’t	think	I	would	have	ever	done	the	Taverner	with	just	one	to	a	part.	

But	I’d	be	inclined	to	do	Eton	Choirbook	with	one	to	a	part.	I	think	it	

would	be	very	interesting	to	do.	Because	the	more	you	learn	about	or	as	

we	learn	more	about	the	performing	characteristics	and	environments	

for	this	music	and	you	get	a	sense	of	the	difference	between	the	public	

and	private	worship	spaces	in	this	period.	I	think	one	is	encouraged	more	

and	more	to	think	about	this	music	as	private	and	devotional.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	think	the	expectations	of	listeners	and	reviewers	have	changed	

over	the	century	when	it	comes	to	the	performance	of	this	repertoire?	

Edward	Wickham	 I’m	sure	it	has.	And	particularly	at	the	beginning	of	the	CD	age	where	the	

very,	very	clear-cut	lines	and	recording	technique,	which	The	Tallis	

Scholars	intersected	with	at	absolutely	the	right	time,	has	changed	our	

expectations	of	what	this	music	sounds	like.	I’m	afraid	also	that	the	high	

voice	thing	is	still	being	pursued	in	a	slightly	bowdlerised	fashion	by	The	

Sixteen	or	Tallis	Scholars.	That	sort	of	style	is	still	very	prevalent	and	is	

being	continued,	not	to	my	taste	at	all,	by	other	younger	generations	of	

performers.	To	my	mind,	the	much	more	dynamic	kind	of	sound	

produced	by	something	like	The	Taverner	Consort	when	they	recorded	
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that	double	disc	of	Tallis	where	they	did	this	(one	of	my	favourite	

recordings	of	Tudor	polyphony),	it	just	has	a	kind	of	agility	and	texture	to	

the	voices.	I	know	that	Andrew	Parrott	was	very	keen	on	straight	upper	

voices	as	well,	as	opposed	to	this	sort	of	sheen	that	we	get	from	some.	

There’s	something	very	miraculous	about	the	sound	of	a	Tallis	Scholars	

kind	of	Cornyshe	chord	come	in	and	it’s	just	extraordinary,	but	it’s	not	

something	that	I	can	listen	to	for	a	very	long	period	of	time	because	it	

seems	to	me	to	be	approaching	the	music	on	a	surface	level	as	opposed	

to	the	textual	level	of	a	three-dimensional	chain.	

Interviewer	 What	role	do	you	feel	that	choirs,	like	the	ones	we	heard	today,	from	the	

first	part	of	the	twentieth	century,	what	role	do	you	think	they	played	in	

developing	the	performing	style	of	Tudor	choral	music?	Or,	do	you	think	

they	had	a	role	in	that?	

Edward	Wickham	 I’m	not	sure	I	really	know	the	answer	to	that.	I	know	that	the	Henry	

Washington’s	group	and	The	Renaissance	Singers,	for	instance,	did	play	

quite	an	important	role.	And	with	the	start	of	the	Third	Programme,	with	

the	BBC,	there	were	more	performances	of	this.	

Interviewer	 Even	just	listening	to	it	today,	do	you	hear	it	as	having	a	place	in	the	

development,	as	being	connected,	or	do	you	hear	it	and	think	“Oh,	this	is	

a	tangent”?	

Edward	Wickham	 Oh,	very	much	so.	I	definitely	think	it	has	a	role	and	that’s	because	

actually,	the	early	music	choral	world	so	obviously	emerged	from	the	

human	resources	provided	by	the	cathedrals	and	chapels.	I	mean,	that	

seems	to	me,	sociologically,	that	the	same	singers	who	were	trained	in	

these	sorts	of	environments,	then	went	on	to	sing	this	music	

professionally	and	that’s	still	the	case.	

Interviewer	 I	have	one	final	quote	and	this	is	a	quote	from	a	contemporary	academic	

in	which	he	was	talking	about	recordings	of	medieval	music.	So	a	slightly	

earlier	music	from	the	first	half	of	the	twentieth	century.	And	he	said:	

	...it	is	tempting	to	go	on	to	say	that	the	ensemble	singing	in	these	

recordings,	whether	from	the	1930s	or	the	1950s,	is	so	execrable	

in	imprecision	of	pitch	and	timing	that	it	is	hardly	surprising	that	

unaccompanied	performance	was	not	taken	seriously	as	a	

general	medieval	practice…		

Now	I	want	to	know	do	you	think	comments	like	that,	that	the	recordings	

are	execrable,	could	be	applied	to	these	Tudor	recordings?	
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Edward	Wickham	 No,	I	don’t.	I	think	they’re	very	serviceable	recordings.	I	mean	there	are	

some	execrable	recordings	of	Renaissance	polyphony.	And	again,	The	

Renaissance	Singers,	there	are	some	really	quite	eccentric	performances.	

There’s	an	awful	recording	of	the	Tallis	Lamentations	which	they	made	in	

the	early	‘50s.	But	I	mean,	your	first	assumption	is	that	all	choirs	sounded	

like	that	in	those	days	and	they’re	all	terrible,	terrible.	

Interviewer	 This	is	what	I	want	to	know.	Are	these	terrible?	

Edward	Wickham	 Yeah,	they’re	not	terrible	at	all,	but	it’s	the	eccentricity.	The	thing	which	

distinguishes	and	makes	so	bad	The	Renaissance	Singers	thing	is	the	

actual	rhetorical	sort	of	performance	decisions	in	a	phrase,	sort	of	certain	

elements	of	phrasing	which	are	so	peculiar.	These	are	entirely	serviceable	

and	well	within	the	English	choral	aesthetic.	I	mean,	it	still	sounds	very	

English.	Maybe	not	the	Westminster	Cathedral	one	quite	so	much,	but	

you	know	compare	it	with	the	Sistine	Chapel	or	something	and	you	hear	

the	difference	immediately.	

Interviewer	 The	repertoire	that	we’ve	heard	today,	the	Byrd,	do	you	feel	that	

repertoire	is	part	of	Early	Music?	

Edward	Wickham	 Hardly.	I	mean,	I’m	an	earlier	person.	I	almost	feel	that	it’s	more	to	do	

with	some	kind	of	British	cultural	heritage,	which	is	a	kind	of	continuum	

because	it	has	been	so	much	part	of	our	national	repertoire	for	so	long.	It	

hardly	feels	that	it’s	other	in	the	way	that	early	music	suggests	to	us	that	

sense	of	otherness.	I	mean,	it’s	much	more	recognisable	in	the	music	that	

I’ve	cut	my	teeth	on,	the	Ockeghem	and	Dufay.	That	sends	people	into	an	

entirely	different	sort	of	sound	aesthetic.	This	feels	very	familiar	but	

that’s	me.	I've	grown	up	with	this	music.	

Interviewer	 And	my	last	question,	related	to	that	one,	is	do	you	think	these	recordings	

and	choirs,	such	as	the	ones	we’ve	heard,	do	you	think	they	played	a	role	

in	the	development	of	Early	Music?	

Edward	Wickham	 Yes	and	no.	In	the	sense	that	they	are	a	part	of	a	movement	to	bring	back	

a	cappella	contrapuntal	performance,	unaccompanied	choral	

performance.	I	mean,	I	see	the	early	music	movement	as	going	along	

almost	in	parallel	with	this	and	I	associate	that	much	more	with	period	

instruments	and	the	mechanics	of	it	developing	in	the	‘50s	and	‘60s	and	

‘70s.	The	fact	that	this	sort	of	thing	was	burgeoning	about	the	same	time.	

Interviewer	 Well,	earlier.	

Edward	Wickham	 Well,	earlier	but	then	picking	up	post-war.	That	almost	feels	like	a	parallel	
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development	rather	than	one	which	is	necessary	to	early	music,	to	period	

music	performance.	

Interviewer	 That	was	my	final	question.	Thank	you	very	much!	
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APPENDIX	I:	INTERVIEW	WITH	STEPHEN	LAYTON	

INTERV IEW	CONDUCTED 	BY 	EVA-MARIE 	MIDDLETON	4 TH 	 JUNE 	2013 	

Interviewer	 Could	you	tell	me	how	you	first	came	to	be	involved	in	choral	music?	

Stephen	Layton	 I	began	to	sing	as	a	choirboy	at	the	age	of	nine	in	Winchester	Cathedral	in	

Southern	England,	where	I	spent	four	years,	from	1976-1980,	singing	

most	days	for	cathedral	services.	

Interviewer	 And	how	did	you	make	the	move	into	directing?	

Stephen	Layton	 I	made	that	gradually	over	the	course	of	my	secondary	and	tertiary-

level	education,	as	I	enjoyed	directing	my	fellow	students	at	high	school	

and	then	at	university.	So	it	was	a	natural	progression,	from	starting	out	

as	a	choirboy	to	someone	that	worked	with	singers	and	directed	them.	

Interviewer	 Was	it	a	learn---on---the---job	thing,	you	just	bring	students	together	and	try	

it	out?	

Stephen	Layton	 Initially,	yes.	At	school	and	then	later	at	University,	I	learnt	from	others	

who	were	also	working	here,	studying	and	teaching.	Being	part	of	the	

music	scene	in	Cambridge,	when	I	was	Organ	Scholar	at	King’s	College,	I	

naturally	became	saturated	in	music.	

Interviewer	 What	was	your	introduction	to	early	choral	music?	Particularly	Tudor	

music?	

Stephen	Layton	 Well,	I	sang	it	every	day	as	a	choirboy:	I’d	regularly	sing	works	by	Byrd,	

Tallis,	Gibbons,	Morley	and	Robert	Fayrfax.	So	it	was	natural	to	sing	this	

music	all	the	time.	

Interviewer	 Can	you	identify	any	specific	influences	on	your	approach	in	directing	

early	choral	music?		

Stephen	Layton	 Yes,	especially	from	my	early	experience	as	a	choirboy.	My	director	of	

music	was	Martin	Neary,	who	was	the	organist	at	Winchester	Cathedral	

between	1976	and	1980.	So	I	suppose	that	some	of	the	ways	we	were	

taught	to	phrase	that	music	is	still	within	me	in	some	way	and	it	just	

doesn’t	go	away.	We	also	performed	a	lot	of	early	music	around	that	

time,	especially	works	by	Bach,	Handel,	Schütz,	Gabrieli,	and	we	would	

perform	it	with	early	instruments.	I’m	very	much	influenced	by	the	

sound	of	those	instruments	and	the	different	technical	capabilities	they	
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had,	or	lack	of	capabilities	in	some	ways	compared	to	modern	

instruments,	in	terms	of	their	lightness	and	their	phrasing.	So	I	was	very	

much	aware	of	an	orchestral	early-music	sound	world	as	well	as	

whatever	I	was	told	in	terms	of	singing	by	my	Director	of	Music.	

Interviewer	 There	are	a	few	questions	 I	have	where	I	ask	you	about	the	aesthetic	

concerns	or	aesthetic	values.	And	for	the	purpose	of	this	study,	I	mean	

that	if	you	would	say	a	choral	performance	 is	made	up	of	blend,	the	

text,	the	horizontal	versus	the	vertical,	all	these	elements.	 I’m	

interested	 in	which	ones	you	think	are	most	important.	So	to	start,	what	

are	the	major	aesthetic	concerns	in	your	own	performances?	

Stephen	Layton	 It	would	be	a	world	of	sound;	the	‘colour’	of	sound;	and	that	sound	

world	would	both	reflect	the	emotion	and	the	feeling	of	the	text.	And	

within	that	sound	world	would	be	included	all	of	the	technical	aspects	

of	blend,	intonation	and	rhythm.	But	I	come	at	it	primarily	from	

something	that	is	a	sound	colour,	and	I	have	different	colours	for	

different	sounds	in	my	mind	for	different	sorts	of	music	and	text;	but	

I’m	all	about	creating	sound	from	the	singers.	I	want	to	do	that	with	my	

hands	and	with	my	body	and	with	my	eyes:	my	prime	fascination	is	how	

we	can	mould	a	sound.	

Interviewer	 A	similar	question	asked	in	a	different	way:	if	someone	was	to	review	

one	of	your	concepts,	what’s	the	highest	praise	they	could	give	you?	

What’s	the	thing	you’d	want	to	be	really	obvious	to	the	reviewer?	

Stephen	Layton	 The	text	in	the	music;	the	inner	meaning	in	the	music,	whether	it	be	

choral	or	instrumental	or	something	that	spoke	to	them.	In	other	

words,	whatever	they	felt	there	was	in	the	music	in	terms	of	a	meaning,	

if	such	a	thing	could	be	categorized:	something	left	the	stage	and	spoke	

to	them	very	directly.	

Interviewer	 I’m	going	to	move	on	now	to	these	early	recordings	 I	have.	Did	you	

have	a	chance	to	download	them?	

Stephen	Layton	 No,	not	as	yet,	but	just	play	me	a	bit	now	so	I	can	hear	them.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	have	any	preconceptions	 regarding	early	recordings?	

Stephen	Layton	 I	haven’t	heard	the	ones	that	you’ve	got,	but	I’ve	heard	early	recordings	

of	various	instrumental	pieces,	particularly	by	Handel,	Purcell.	From	the	

earliest	times,	there	were	no	recordings	available	so	that	would	be	my	

only	preconception.	So	no,	not	really.	

Interviewer	 I’ve	got	four	recordings	 today.	The	first	one	is	Byrd’s	Ave	Verum	Corpus	
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recorded	in	1924	by	The	English	Singers.	Have	you	heard	of	them	

before?	

Stephen	Layton	 I	know	the	name.	I	think	they	were	a	pioneering	group.	

Interviewer	 And	they’re	one	per	part.	I	guess	that’s	the	salient	features.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Stephen	Layton	 Enough.	

Interviewer	 So	what	are	your	first	reactions?	

Stephen	Layton	 It’s	pretty	well	in	tune	in	G	minor,	the	usual	pitch	that	most	people	

would	sing	the	piece	today.	It’s	not	phrased	according	to	the	Latin	text.	

So	the	chords	are	all	treated	harmonically	rather	than	any	sense	of	

“Ave	verum	corpus	natum”.	None	of	that	comes	through	in	any	

Italianate	stress	of	the	Latin	words.	It	sounds	as	if	they	probably	know	

that	it’s	a	gentle	mystical	song	in	terms	of	its	“hail,	true	body”	but	there	

doesn’t	seem	to	be	a	very	strong	awareness	of	what	each	component	

and	word	means.	The	vowel	unification	doesn’t	exist.	They	produce	

different	sorts	of	vowels	between	themselves.	Having	said	that,	it	still	

sounds	pretty	beautiful.	It’s	not	a	piece	that’s	hard	to	mess	up.	It’s	

rather	remarkable	in	the	simplicity	of	how	much	it	actually	achieves	

through	simple	means,	just	in	those	first	few	bars.	What	we	think	today	

about	performing	that	piece	compared	to	that	early	recording	is	

interesting:	I	think	that	we	have	more	understanding	of	a	harmonic	

rhythm	in	the	music	today;	and	the	idea	of	that	D	major	“amen,”	we	

would	naturally	say	“amen”	letting	that	long	note	slightly	relax	and	not	

produce	a	downbeat	stress.	It	sounds	to	me	as	if	that’s	been	sung	from	

an	edition	that’s	been	barred	in	a	certain	way,	which	makes	them	

accentuate	the	downbeats;	the	strong	beats.	Whereas	I	think	we’re	

very	aware	today	that	the	bar	line	was	something	that	came	later	and	

was	a	means	to	an	end,	and	we	try	to	transcend	the	bar	line	very	often.	

Interviewer	 If	that	was	a	performance	given	by	a	choir	today,	is	there	anything	you’d	

add	in	reviewing	their	performance?	

Stephen	Layton	 I	probably	wouldn’t	have	said	most	of	those	things	because	I	wouldn’t	

want	to	be	rude.	If	I	was	trying	to	be	constructive,	no,	I	wouldn’t	add	

anything	more.	I	mean	it’s	not	a	bad	performance,	but	I’m	able	to	be	

critical	of	something	in	the	1920’s	without	trying	to	be	too	polite	

because	this	is	an	interview	and	not	a	review,	and	you’re	putting	me	on	

the	spot.	So	I’m	trying	to	be	critical	in	a	way	that	I	wouldn’t	if	a	school	
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choir	came	to	sing	that	piece	to	me	today.	I’d	be	absolutely	thrilled	that	

they	were	even	trying	to	sing	it,	to	actually	be	celebrating	this	fantastic	

music.	But	I	suppose	what	I	would	probably	get	them	to	do	would	be	to	

say	the	words	in	Latin	with	me,	and	then	to	make	sure	they	understood	

what	they	meant:	saying	them	in	Latin	to	find	the	correct	phrasing	of	

how	you	might	sing	“Ave	Verum	Corpus.”	So	that	when	they	sang	it	with	

a	bar	line,	it	would	be	phrased	with	the	words	and	not	with	the	bar	line.	

Interviewer	 Another	question	regarding	aesthetic	values.	If	this	particular	group—I	

don’t	think	they	had	a	director—but	 if	there	was	an	imaginary	director,	

if	you	could	put	yourself	 into	his	head,	what	aesthetic	values	do	you	

think	he	was	trying	to	achieve	with	that	recording?	

Stephen	Layton	 Clear	intonation,	good	ensemble	and	-	just	listening	to	that	first	bit	-	not	

trying	to	be	too	‘espressivo’.	I	think	he	was	genuinely	trying	to	let	the	

music	speak	for	itself	without	too	much	histrionics	and	interpretation	

from	what	I	just	heard	there.	

Interviewer	 So	I	have	a	quote	now.	Unfortunately,	 it’s	not	a	review	of	this	particular	

performance;	 but	it	was	a	review	of	another	recording	The	English	

Singers	did	the	year	before,	in	1923,	also	of	a	Byrd	piece.	And	the	

reviewer	at	the	time	said:	

	The	singers	in	the	choral	records	are,	of	course,	The	English	

Singers.	Individual	criticism	is	out	of	place	in	discussing	an	

ensemble,	but	I	feel	I	must	pay	tribute	to	the	women	singers.	The	

purity	of	their	tone	and	the	ease	with	which	they	attack	and	

sustain	high	notes,	are	a	real	refreshment.	I	got	more	joy	from	the	

top	parts	of	these	choral	records	than	from	lots	of	performances	

by	the	numerous	queens	of	song.	These	choral	records	are	fine	

examples	of	the	possibilities	of	individuality	in	team	work.	The	

singers	are	extraordinarily	free,	yet	the	ensemble	is	about	as	near	

perfection	as	possible.	There	is	one	small	blemish	in	the	matter	of	

blend;	I	feel	that	more	real	bass	quality	is	needed	at	the	bottom.	I	

was	not	conscious	of	this	defect	when	listening	to	the	party	at	first	

hand	some	months	ago,	so	it	is	evidently	a	matter	of	recording.	 	

So	first,	are	those	types	of	comments,	 the	idea	of	individuality	 and	

teamwork,	purity	of	tone—are	those	things	you’d	like	to	be	said	about	

your	performances?	
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Stephen	Layton	 Purity	of	tone?	No,	not	particularly.	I	would	say	colour	of	tone,	variety	of	

tone,	but	not	purity.	On	occasion,	perhaps,	but	purity	is	just	one	of	

many,	many	different	colours.	But	teamwork	and	ensemble:	yes.	

Because	as	conductors,	we’re	nothing	without	the	people	doing	the	

ensemble	for	us.	We	can’t	do	it	for	them.	

Interviewer	 What	about	the	sort	of	flexibility	he	talks	about	in	“extraordinarily	 free”	

within	the	ensemble,	within	this	individuality	 in	the	teamwork?	

Stephen	Layton	 Well,	I	think	if	that	means	within	the	four	parts	like	a	string	quartet,	then	

absolutely:	Yes.	You	want	to	feel	that	each	polyphonic	line	is	responding	

to	the	other	much	like	a	conversation.	And	the	best	conversations	sound	

spontaneous.	I	think	that	what	the	reviewer	probably	means	is	the	

spontaneity.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	any	more	of	that	recording?	

Stephen	Layton	 No,	I’m	happy.	

Interviewer	 So	knowing	that	audiences	at	the	time	felt	that	way	about	

performances	 the	English	Singers	gave,	does	that	change	in	any	of	the	

way	you	feel	about	the	performance?	

Stephen	Layton	 No.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	that	the	imaginary	

director	might’ve	been	going	for?	

Stephen	Layton	 Play	the	next	bit	a	little	bit?	That’s	more	of	a	challenging	question.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	from	“Cujus	latus	perforatum”	

Stephen	Layton	 Interesting	to	hear:	the	pitch	is	gone	really,	isn’t	it?	It’s	going	lower.	I	

think	the	aesthetic	value	he	was	trying	to	be	true	to	were	the	notes	on	

the	page	in	the	edition	that	he	was	conducting	from,	which	seems	quite	

four	square.	I	think	that	that	what’s	happening.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	 Be	honest,	

you	don’t	need	to	be	polite	to	them	or	anything.	

Stephen	Layton	 Not	particularly,	no.	No,	it	doesn’t	do	it	for	me.	

Interviewer	 So	the	next	recording	 I	have	is	also	The	English	Singers.	This	time,	

they’re	singing	Byrd’s	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born.	So	we’ll	get	a	

contrasting	character	there.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 So	what	are	your	first	reactions	to	that	performance?	

Stephen	Layton	 I	enjoyed	that	more,	possibly	because	it’s	instantly	more	lively	and	

upbeat.	It	felt	more	engaging	as	a	performance,	possibly	because	it	says	
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“This	Day	Christ	Was	Born”.	They	knew	what	it	meant	instantly	rather	

than	something	in	another	language,	perhaps,	and	I	think	we’re	all	like	

that;	that	we	probably	can	sing	something	in	our	own	language	with	that	

sort	of	comprehension	immediately.	I	was	quite	intrigued	to	hear	that	it	

was	of	fairly	good	pace	-	a	sensible	pace	actually.	I	think	for	that	piece	to	

be	clear,	with	the	amount	of	complexity	that’s	going	on	in	the	polyphonic	

writing,	if	it	went	much	faster	than	that,	it	probably	would	lose	clarity;	

but	that	seems	quite	a	good	tempo	for	it.	

Interviewer	 And	if	that	was	a	performance	given	by	a	choir	today,	is	there	anything	

else	you	would	say	in	reviewing	 it?	

Stephen	Layton	 Well	it’s	still	a	bit	‘blousy’	compared	to	what	we	might	expect	today.	I	

think	that	we	would	imagine	the	sound	world	of	a	piece	like	that	being	

sung	just	as	vibrantly,	but	it	might	be	clearer	in	each	of	the	parts.	Maybe	

we	might	be	more	square	and	true	to	some	of	the	vowels.	But	I	think	

that	could	be	a	linguistic	thing	of	how	people	spoke	both	Latin	and	

English	differently	to	the	way	we	speak	it	today.	I	think	that	maybe	if	we	

heard	people	speaking	300,	400	years	ago,	maybe	we	would’ve	

struggled	to	understand	them	and	they	too,	to	understand	us	today.	I	

think	that	the	way	we’ve	changed	is	that	singing	in	the	English	language	

today,	we	very	much	go	essentially	for	Italian	bel	canto	with	our	clean,	

pure	vowels,	and	we’ve	generalised	that	onto	all	of	the	music	that	we	

sing	in	our	own	language.	This	whole	thing	of	“What	on	earth	did	they	

sing	in	the	time	of	Byrd?	What	did	it	sound	like?	What	was	the	

language?”	 I	think	it’s	a	fascinating	subject	and	whether	one	should	try	

to	be	true	to	that	in	terms	of	getting	the	interpretation	 honest	is	

debatable	because,	as	far	as	I	can	see,	the	jury	is	out	as	to	what	it	did	

actually	sound	like.	We	really	don’t	know.	There	are	clues	we	see	all	

over	the	place,	certainly	 in	the	way	some	of	the	words	are	said.	I’m	

thinking	of	Purcell	for	instance: 	Hear	My	Prayer,	O	Lord,	one	of	the	

most	famous	examples	 to	quote.	I	think	this	whole	debate	of	language	

pronunciation	at	the	time	is	a	fascinating	one	and	I	only	wish	we	had	

time	capsules	which	could	really	tell	us	the	truth.	However,	I	think	the	

beauty	of	music	is	that	it’s	open	to	reinterpretation	throughout	the	

centuries.	So	in	a	sort	of	way,	what	I	hear	there	is	a	very	fresh,	honest	

interpretation	of	that	text	and	I	actually	go	with	it.	I	actually	enjoyed	
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listening	to	it.	As	I	say,	I	think	if	I	were	trying	to	rehearse	them	now,	I	

would	probably	make	it	so	that	you	could	hear	each	line	even	more	

clearly,	even	more	transparently	against	itself,	against	the	other	lines.	So	

one	is	really	drawn	to	“This	day,	this	day”	and	as	you’re	sitting	there	

listening	you’re	totally	drawn	to	each	line.	

Interviewer	 Just	to	bring	that	out	even	more?	

Stephen	Layton	 Yes,	and	you	do	that	by	each	line	having	its	character	but	also	by	not	

fighting	each	other.	There’s	a	sense	of	conversation,	 so	it’s	also	a	

loudness	 issue.	The	louder	it	is,	the	more	the	individual	lines	will	

cancel	themselves	out	to	some	extent.	The	more	vibrant	 it	is,	but	not	

necessarily	 ‘decibel	 loud’,	the	more	chance	there	is	that	you’ll	pick	up	

the	individual	strands.	 It	seems	to	me	that	in	that	sort	of	music	the	

strands	are	all	in	terms	of	the	involvement	of	the	listener.	

Interviewer	 So	again	putting	yourself	 into	the	head	of	the	imaginary	director,	what	

aesthetic	values	do	you	think	he	was	trying	to	bring	out	in	that	

performance?	

Stephen	Layton	 Dance.	I	think	that	he	had	a	sense	that	all	music	for	the	church	-	religion	

ultimately	-	comes	out	of	the	music	of	life	which	is	not	necessarily	

church-based,	but	dance	and	more	secular	factors—music	for	work,	

music	for	play;	and	it	seems	to	me	that	the	fast	pace	is	very	much	

representing	the	secular	blend	of	the	sacred;	that	he	saw	that	this	has	

got	movement	in	life	and	action.	

Interviewer	 I	have	another	quote.	This	time,	it’s	of	a	live	performance	 that	The	

English	Singers	gave,	and	it	said:	

	Among	the	audience	were	to	be	noticed	leading	members	of	

society	and	representatives	of	the	intellectual	world,	all	of	whom	

enjoyed	not	only	the	singing,	marked	for	its	perfect	unanimity	of	

nuance	and	interpretation,	but	also	the	madrigals,	motets,	

ballets,	and	duets	by	Byrd,	Purcell,	and	Weelkes,	as	well	as	the	

British	and	Irish	songs,	in	which	a	revival	of	a	literature	almost	

unknown	to	those	present	was	brought	to	their	notice.	

Would	you	like	comments	 like	that	to	be	said	about	your	

performances?	

Stephen	Layton	 That	I	was	bringing	new	music	that	people	have	never	heard	before?	
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Interviewer	 Is	that	important	at	all	when	you	put	together	your	performances?	

Stephen	Layton	 Oh,	do	you	mean	I	might	discover	some	early	music	that’s	never	been	

performed?	

Interviewer	 I	think	just	in	general	terms	the	notion	of	novelty,	how	important	 that	is	

in	your	performances?	

Stephen	Layton	 Not	at	all,	not	novelty.	Do	you	mean	novelty	as	in	newness?	No,	I’m	not	

trying	to	say	something	that	I	feel	is	deliberately	novel,	new.	I’m	trying	

to	respond	to	what	I	see	on	the	page	and	what	I’ve	heard	others	do	and	

to	celebrate	it	with	conviction.	If	somebody	says	that	was	new,	that	

we’ve	never	heard	it	performed	like	that	before	and	that	it	was	really	

very	engaging,	then	yes,	I’d	be	very	pleased	if	somebody	said	that	about	

one	of	my	performances.	

Interviewer	 It	wasn’t	the	thing	you	were	deliberately	 trying	to	do?	

Stephen	Layton	 No,	I	wouldn’t	have	been	explicitly	aware	of	that,	as	that’s	something	

subjective	in	for	those	that	are	listening	to	it.	It’s	not	for	me	to	make	

judgements	about	and	it	certainly	would	never	be	the	way	I	would	

approach	any	piece	of	music.	I	would	never	try	to	do	it	just	so	I	could	

say	‘that’s	something	that’s	never	been	done	before’.	I	couldn’t	see	the	

point	of	that.	It	would	never	be	my	objective.	What	I’d	be	far	more	

interested	in	doing	is	listening	to	the	way	everybody	else	has	performed	

it	and	then	have	a	potpourri	of	all	those	different	interpretations	in	

mind,	because	I	feel	that	as	a	good	musician,	it’s	possible	for	me	to	

listen	to	every	sort	of	performance	and	not	to	copy	any	of	them	

deliberately,	but	respond	to	them.	For	example,	I’ve	just	been	listening	

recently	to	Sibelius’s	2nd	Symphony	because	it	has	many	different	

recordings,	and	I’m	studying	it	at	the	moment	to	conduct	at	some	stage.	

It’s	fascinating	to	hear	how	different	conductors	have	very	different	

ways	of	doing	something	with	the	piece.	And	I	love	all	the	different	

versions	that	I’ve	heard	of	it.	But	I	especially	like	those	different	parts	of	

different	performances	where	something	suddenly	speaks	to	me	and	I	

think	“Yes,	that’s	what	I	like!”	I	then	go	back	to	the	score	itself;	I	whistle	

it	through;	I	think	about	it	and	gradually	my	own	thoughts	come	

through,	which	have	been	influenced	by	all	of	the	other	things	I’ve	

heard.	So	one	thing	I’ve	heard	might’ve	influenced	me	to	do	something	

a	certain	way	here.	As	a	result,	I	do	something	later	on	in	the	piece	

which	I’ve	not	heard	anywhere	else,	or	perhaps	on	another	recording	–	I	
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can’t	be	sure.	But	all	the	things	that	I	hear	are	starting	points	for	getting	

a	sense	of	how	the	music	could	go,	and	I’m	learning	so	much	from	the	

great	conductors	who’ve	gone	through	this	process	of	deciding	how	on	

earth	you	conduct	a	50-minute	symphony.	I	find	that	process	

fascinating:	to	actually	learn	and	copy,	but	in	the	end	to	know	that	when	

I’m	out	there	conducting,	my	music	and	my	spirit	is	there.	I’m	not	

remotely	aware	at	the	moment	of	anything	I’ve	done	that	I’ve	

previously	heard.	Not	at	all,	not	an	inkling	of	it.	But	I	know	that	actually,	

if	one	were	to	analyse	my	performances,	I	must’ve	actually	heard	some	

of	those	ideas	previously	and	then	somehow	incorporated	them	into	my	

consciousness.	

Interviewer	 What	about	the	comment	“unanimity	of	nuance	and	interpretation?”	 Is	

that	something	you’d	want	people	to	get	from	your	choral	

performances?	

Stephen	Layton	 Yes.	I	agree	that	all	should	sing	from	the	same	sheet	of	music	and	at	the	

same	time,	so	to	speak.	I	feel	that	that	is	what	gives	the	energy	to	a	

performance:	when	everybody	has	done	that;	they’ve	done	it	for	

themselves	and	not	because	I’ve	made	them	do	it	or	asked	them	to	do	

it,	but	because	I’ve	tried	to	create	a	territory	and	a	landscape	which	has	

allowed	them	to	do	it.	So	yes,	I’d	love	unanimity;	but	not	because	I’ve	

told	them	to	make	a	short	crotchet	here	and	put	a	“T”	there.	That’s	the	

last	way	to	get	unanimity.	

Interviewer	 So	not	unanimity	 through	being	regimented.	

Stephen	Layton	 Not	through	structure	and	direction	but	actually	through	the	singers	

coming	to	their	own	unanimity	by	discovering	what	is	a	common	

purpose	when	they	make	music	together;	I	see	myself	as	the	

triangulation	point	to	help	that,	but	not	as	a	dictatorial	point	to	enforce	

it.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	anymore	of	that	recording?	

Stephen	Layton	 No.	

Interviewer	 Knowing	that	review	of	their	performances	 at	the	time,	does	that	

change	the	way	you	feel	about	that	recording?	

Stephen	Layton	 No.	I’ll	stick	to	what	I	said.	

Interviewer	 And	putting	yourself	 into	the	head	of	their	imaginary	director,	do	you	

perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	that	could’ve	been	coming	

through?	



	370	

Stephen	Layton	 No.	I	said	what	I	felt	about	the	secular	idea	of	it	and	I	think	that	they	

were	trying	to	make	it	clear.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

Stephen	Layton	 Yes.	It’s	fresh.	It	has	life.	It	bounces.	 I	liked	it.	It’s	got	good	pulse,	

buoyant,	and	pretty	good	C	major	in	tune.	

Interviewer	 So	just	for	a	second,	I’m	going	to	move	back	to	choirs	today	as	opposed	

to	choirs	in	the	past.	Do	you	perceive	the	difference	between	choirs	

resident	 in	a	particular	place?	So	for	example,	the	choir	resident	here	or	

other	cathedral	as	opposed	to	choirs	that	don’t	have	a	home	that	tour	

around	instead?	

Stephen	Layton	 Yes.	Regularity	of	rehearsal	encourages	greater	flexibility	and	ensemble	

if	you	are	meeting	a	lot	and	singing	together	at	the	same	time.	

Interviewer	 Working	back	from	that,	would	you	expect	that	difference	 to	be	more	

or	less	pronounced	at	the	beginning	of	the	twentieth	century?	

Stephen	Layton	 Oh,	much	more	pronounced	today,	because	there’s	much	more	

travelling	of	choirs.	Definitely	more	pronounced.	

Interviewer	 The	reason	I	asked	is	because	the	next	two	recordings,	 I’m	not	sure	

whether	we’ll	get	through	one	or	two,	but	they’re	of	choirs	resident	 in	a	

particular	place.	In	this	case,	I’ve	got	cathedral	choirs.	The	first	of	which	

is	the	choir	of	Westminster	 Cathedral	 recorded	 in	1929,	also	singing	

Byrd’s	Ave	Verum.	You	are	familiar	with	the	reputation	of	Westminster,	

this	one?	

Stephen	Layton	 Yes.	Is	it	Richard	Terry?	

Interviewer	 This	is	just	after	Richard	Terry.	So	it’s	Lancelot	Long	directing	this	

performance.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 What’s	your	first	reaction	to	that?	

Stephen	Layton	 It’s	in	G	sharp	minor	and	the	top	line	is	taken	by	the	altos.	It’s	quite	

‘hooty’.	Except	for	the	first	vowel,	it	was	very	“oh”	instead	of	singing	

“oh,	ee,	ah.”	And	it	begins	to	change.	I	found	it	interesting	 that	their	

piano	(soft	singing)	is	achieved	by	closing	the	mouth,	so	there’s	no	“ah”	

sound,	which	we	probably	tend	to	do	today.	The	phraseology	 is	better	

than	the	previous	one.	There’s	a	bass	bumping	and	you	could	hear	

some	of	the	other	parts	separating	away.	I	think	it’s	unfortunate;	but	

there’s	definitely	a	sense	of	more	hierarchy	 in	the	stressing	of	the	

words.	It’s	a	bit	random	in	unanimity	 in	each	line;	I	can’t	work	out	how	
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many	people	are	singing	on	each	part	exactly.	But	there’s	something	

interesting	 there,	perhaps	because,	in	comparison	 to	the	first	

recording,	it’s	not	as	clear;	not	as	clean	singing.	There’s	more	vibrato;	

there’s	more	sort	of	sliding	around;	a	more	romantic	approach	to	some	

of	the	intervals,	etc.	In	some	ways,	it	actually	speaks	more	as	a	piece	of	

music	as	a	result	of	that,	because	 it	has	a	bit	more	sense	of	trying	to	

interpret	the	text,	which	appealed	to	me.	Interesting	because,	with	a	

certain	translucent	silvery	beautiful	sound.	Ave	Verum	could	also	be	

sung	with	very	little	inflection,	and	via	sounds	suspended	 in	time,	

which	is	equally	very	beautiful.	But	what’s	interesting	 is	that	today	we	

would	probably	say	that	the	sound	of	those	voices	is	never	going	to	

be	terribly	beautiful.	But	somehow	by	actually	giving	all	that	phrasing	

to	it,	it	gave	it	something	else	which	actually	spoke.	

Interviewer	 If	that	was	a	performance	by	a	choir	today,	would	you	add	anything	 in	

your	review	of	it?	

Stephen	Layton	 No.	

Interviewer	 So	this	time	putting	yourself	 into	the	head	of	Lancelot	Long,	what	

aesthetic	values	do	you	think	he	was	going	for?	

Stephen	Layton	 He	was	trying	to	bring	out	the	meaning	of	the	words.	That	was	his	

primary	goal.	He	wanted	the	words	to	speak	and	for	us	to	understand	

what	the	song	was	about.	He	was	less	concerned	about	just	the	sound.	

He	was	actually	the	first	person	who	was	probably	more	concerned	

about	the	sound	being	even;	he	wanted	people	to	understand	what	

was	being	sung.	

Interviewer	 So	I	have	another	review.	This	is	actually	the	review	from	The	Musical	

Times	of	this	exact	recording.	 It	actually	came	from	a	review	where	

they	first	spoke	about	a	recording	that	has	just	been	released	by	

Westminster	Abbey	and	then	they	moved	on	and	sort	of	did	a	bit	of	

comparison	with	this	one	from	Westminster	Cathedral	because	they	

both	came	at	the	same	time.	So	I’ll	just	read	from	the	Westminster	

Cathedral	section:	

The	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	is	also	recorded,	and	inevitably	

one	makes	comparisons.	I	can't	say	good	things	about	the	music	

of	the	Benediction	service	-	very	ordinary	hymn-tunes	and	a	

dullish	Motet	by	Eslava.	A	couple	of	Byrd	Motets	are	a	better	test.	
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The	'	Ave	Regina'	opens	far	too	jerkily	by	the	trebles,	and	I	feel	

that	the	pace	throughout	is	too	quick.	The	fine	'Ave	Verum'	is	

better	in	every	way	deeply	expressive,	and	with	the	right	note	of	

urgency	in	the	climaxes.	The	poignant	discords	-	where	Byrd	

writes	F	sharp	against	F	natural	and	again	B	flat	against	B	natural	

-	seem	to	be	toned	down	somewhat,	but	that	may	be	a	matter	of	

recording.	There	are	excellent	men's	voices	in	this	choir,	especially	

in	the	bass	department,	but	I	very	much	prefer	the	Abbey	boys.	

The	Cathedral	treble	tone	is	too	hooty,	and	even	'	Amen	'	comes	

out	as	'Oomoo’.	

So	even	at	the	time,	they	didn’t	like	that.	That’s	why	they’re	doing	the	

vowels.	So	obviously,	you	wouldn’t	 like	some	of	those	negative	

comments	 to	be	said	about	one	of	your	choirs;	but	how	about	this	

element	of	expressivity	and	then	urgency	at	the	climaxes?	

Stephen	Layton	 Definitely.	Yes,	that	sounds	terrific.	Yes,	I’d	be	very	happy	if	somebody	

said	that.	

Interviewer	 The	reviewer	seems	to	really	like	this	very	bass,	heavy	sound	within	the	

blend.	How	do	you	feel	about	that	notion?	

Stephen	Layton	 Well,	I	like	lots	of	bass	but	it	sounded	too	heavy	on	that	recording.	 I	

made	the	comment	that	the	upper	voices	seemed	to	disappear	and	

phrase	off	a	bit,	and	the	bass	was	still	constant.	 I	don’t	go	for	that.	But	

that	sounds	to	me	like	one	chap	who	is	actually	over-singing.	 I’m	not	

sure	that’s	a	conscious	decision	by	the	director	to	make	the	bass	that	

heavy.	That’s	my	take	on	it.	There’s	one	bass	I	can	hear	really	going	for	

it.	

Interviewer	 But	this	one	reviewer	really	liked	that.	

Stephen	Layton	 Well,	I	don’t	like	that.	I	wouldn’t	say	that	it	was	great	to	have	too	much	

of	that.	I	like	to	build	the	sound	from	the	bottom	upwards	 like	an	

orchestra	with	double	basses	and	whatever,	 like	an	organ	with	pedals	

and	the	bass	is	vital,	of	course,	or	things	won’t	be	in	tune.	Not	to	that	

extent.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	anymore	of	that?	

Stephen	Layton	 No.	

Interviewer	 So	knowing	that	audiences	 felt	that	way	about	this	particular	 recording,	

does	that	change	your	view	on	the	performance?	
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Stephen	Layton	 No,	it	doesn’t.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	that	Lancelot	Long	was	

going	for?	

Stephen	Layton	 No.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	the	performance?	

Stephen	Layton	 Yes,	the	expressivity.	Absolutely!	The	fact	that	he’s	trying	to	bring	the	

text	to	life.	Absolutely.	

Interviewer	 Now,	there	is	one	more	recording,	but	I’m	quite	happy	to	skip	this	one	if	

you’d	like	to	go	on	to	the	concluding	questions?	So	these	are	more	

general	questions	to	end.	Do	you	think	the	performing	 style	of	Tudor	

Choral	Music	has	changed	over	the	century?	

Stephen	Layton	 Yes,	I’ve	become	more	intrigued	to	see	whether	we	can	pronounce	 this	

in	what	we	think	might’ve	been	a	conversation	 at	the	time.	We’ve	

changed	our	opinions	backwards	and	forwards	on	the	pitch,	as	to	

what	it	should	be	in	different	situations,	in	different	places.	And	I	think	

we’ve	sometimes	gone	for	that	absolute	pure	type	of	sound	that	you	

might	hear	that	The	Tallis	Scholars	do.	And	then	other	times,	the	more	

robust,	romantic	approach	that	The	Cardinall’s	Musick	might	do.	We’ve	

got	to	a	position	where	it’s	now,	I	think,	possible	to	take	all	sorts	of	

approaches	 to	this	music.	We’ve	become	less	obsessed,	 I	think,	with	

perhaps	what	was	considered	 to	be	the	ideal	that	something	was	‘pure’	

and	that	was	the	only	way	to	do	it.	

Interviewer	 Have	you	noticed	differences	 in	your	own	approach	to	conducting	 this	

Tudor	Choral	Music	over	the	course	of	your	career?	

Stephen	Layton	 Yes,	I’ve	become	better	at	it,	I	suppose	through	experience.	 It’s	very	

hard	to	answer	that	but	I’m	conscious	of	becoming	better	at	it,	in	that	

I’m	no	longer	slightly	fazed	when	asked	to	conduct	a	piece	of	that	sort	

of	music,	whereas	 I	would	be	when	I	was	much	younger,	because	I	

always	found	it	much	harder	to	work	out	how	you	interpret	 it	

compared	to	the	romantic	music,	which	seems	so	obvious.	So	I	suppose	

when	I	teach	my	conducting	students	how	to	work	on	this	music,	I’m	

very	much	getting	them	to	really	work	out	how	each	line	goes	for	

them,	not	just	the	notes,	but	the	text,	how	they	shape	the	text,	how	

they	might	do	different	vowels	and	colours	and	diphthongs	with	the	

text,	even	in	early	pieces	of	music;	how	some	notes	might	be	lifted	-	

the	whole	articulation	process.	I	take	my	interpretations	 from	this	
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music	by	actually	making	sure	that	I’m	absolutely	au	fait	with	every	

single	line	and	how	I	think	they	would	sound	in	my	ideal	sound	world.	

It’s	a	method	that	has	developed	more	and	more	over	time,	so	that	

now,	I	don’t	need	to	necessarily	 spend	so	much	time	looking	at	each	

line; 	 I’ve	gained	some	type	of	general	 information	that’s	become	part	

of	my	psyche;	that	knows	that	once	I’ve	analysed	a	few	pieces	of	Byrd,	

they’re	not	all	the	same.	But	there	are	trademarks	or	hallmarks	which	I	

hear	and	can	pick	out	instantly	 to	know	it’ll	be	this	in	my	own	musical	

imagination.	

Interviewer	 So	do	you	think	it’s	more	a	change	in	your	own	facility	or	that	with	the	

change	in	the	performing	style	that	you	feel	more	able	to	do	it?	

Stephen	Layton	 It’s	both.	I	mean,	listening	to	changes	of	performing	style	and	listening	

to	recordings	means	that	I’ve	been	influenced	by	those,	absolutely.	

This	is	not	about	me,	this	is	about	what	I’ve	heard	and	what’s	going	on	

in	the	world.	But	I	suppose	I’ve	got	more	competent	myself	at	

interpreting	what	I	feel	might	happen	because	I’ve	got	more	confident	

with	looking	at	the	score	rather	than	knowing	 just 	how	to	read	it;	

what	I	think	it	could	mean,	and	the	confidence	of	knowing	how	to	

persuade	others	to	join	with	me	in	making	the	music.	I	might	suggest	

things	in	perhaps	an	elliptical	way	sometimes	 in	rehearsal	to	actually	

get	everybody	 to	do	the	thing	together.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	think	the	expectations	of	listeners	and	reviewers	when	it	comes	

to	this	early	Tudor	music,	do	you	think	that	has	changed	over	the	

century?	

Stephen	Layton	 Yes. 	 I	think	in	the	last	25	years,	it’s	changed	enormously.	 I	think	

recordings	have	given	us	a	totally	different	spin	on	all	of	this:	recent	

digital	recordings;	 the	availability	of	recordings	 to	everybody	has	

influenced	 the	performances	 enormously.	We	all	respond	to	what	we	

hear.	I	think	it’s	actually	made	things	of	a	higher	standard.	That’s	a	

subjective	comment.	But	to	my	ears,	it	has	given	it	a	higher	standard	

because	I	think	that	now	with	digital	recording,	 the	ability	to	edit	and	

put	things	together	 in	a	way	that	could	never	have	been	done	100	

years	ago,	means	that	you	could	have	‘supersonic’	performances	 in	

terms	of	their	perfection.	You	could	also	say	they’ve	lost	the	

spontaneity.	But	I	think,	actually,	that	those	recordings	 are	a	good	

starting	point	for	all	of	us	which	then	go	to	the	concert	hall	or	the	
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church	or	the	live	performance	arena,	after	having	heard	something	

on	a	recording.	And	actually,	that	inspires	us	to	achieve	those	

standards.	 It’s	maybe	that	those	standards	were	never	achieved	 in	a	

one---off	performance	 in	five	minutes	of	the	piece,	and	they	edit	it	

together	 in	several	segments;	but	nevertheless,	 I	think	they	actually	

make	us	think	that	it’s	possible	to	actually	go	out	there	and	perform	

the	music	with	that	feeling	of	wholeness.	

Interviewer	 So	these	recordings	aren’t	acting	as	a	restraint	but	they’re	acting	as	

sort	of	a	carrot	to	what	you	want	to	achieve?	

Stephen	Layton	 I	think	so,	yes.	And	those	that	are	not	good	recordings	obviously	don’t	

have	the	carrot.	But,	there	are	enough	carrots	out	there,	too.	

Interviewer	 What	role	do	you	feel	choirs	from	the	first	part	of	the	twentieth	century,	

like	the	ones	we’ve	heard	today,	what	role	do	you	feel	they	played	in	

the	development	 of	the	performing	 style	of	the	Tudor	Music?	

Stephen	Layton	 Well,	of	the	two	examples	you	played,	you	could	actually	point	to	

them	and	say	one	was	an	early	Tallis	Scholars	and	the	other	was	a	sort	

of	Cardinall’s	Musick.	

Interviewer	 So	it’s	a	very	clear	lineage	you	can	perceive?	

Stephen	Layton	 Well,	on	the	basis	of	just	taking	those	two	examples,	 I	could.	I	don’t	

have	the	history	at	my	fingertips	 to	be	able	to	really	speak	with	

authority	on	that.	But	I	could	see	that	what	you	have	played	me	are	

antecedents	of	things	happening	today	and	I	think	they	will	always	be.	

You	can	hear	a	choir	that	would	sing	very	calmly	and	coolly	and	the	

music,	if	you	like,	is	left	to	speak	for	itself	by	just	being	slightly	

understated.	And	you	can	hear	other	choirs	where	they’re	molto	

espressivo	with	the	same	piece.	We’re	simplifying	things	a	bit	now,	but	

I	think	that’s	kind	of	what	we	were	hearing	there	and	those	two	

aesthetics	continue	today	and	the	hundreds	of	mutations	 in	between.	

But	you	gave	two	very	dislocated	examples.	

Interviewer	 Another	quote,	and	this	is	of	a	current	academic,	he	was	actually	

writing	about	recordings	of	medieval	music;	but	I’d	like	to	see	how	your	

feelings	echo	these	remarks:	

...it	is	tempting	to	go	on	to	say	that	the	ensemble	singing	in	these	

recordings,	whether	from	the	1930s	or	the	1950s,	is	so	execrable	

in	imprecision	of	pitch	and	timing	that	it	is	hardly	surprising	that	

unaccompanied	performance	was	not	taken	seriously	as	a	general	
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medieval	practice…	

So	do	you	think	that	the	recordings	you’ve	heard	today	of	Tudor	music	

in	the	1920’s,	does	it	sound	execrable	 in	precision	of	pitch	and	timing?	

Stephen	Layton	 The	first	one	wasn’t,	no.	That’s	exaggerated.	No.	I	don’t	think	it	was	

great,	but	it	wasn’t	as	harsh	as	that.	

Interviewer	 I	need	to	ask	the	question	 just	in	case	someone	did	think	that.	Final	two	

questions:	The	repertoire	 I’ve	played	you	today.	Do	you	think	it	is	part	

of	early	music?	

Stephen	Layton	 Yes.	That’s	the	perception.	Byrd.	Yes.	

Interviewer	 And	these	particular	performances	 and	the	choirs	you’ve	heard	today,	

do	you	feel	they	have	a	role	in	the	development	of	early	music?	

Stephen	Layton	 They	must	do.	You’ve	played	some	seeds	of	where	it’s	all	come	from	to	

where	it	is	today.	I	mean,	these	are	some	of	the	first	recordings	of	

people	attempting	this	music.	We	don’t	know	what	they	did	before	

then.	So	one	could	imagine	that	maybe	those	recordings	can	give	us	

some	clue	as	to	how	they	might’ve	done	it	for	40	or	50	years	before	

that	as	well,	perhaps.	So	yes,	I	believe	those	have	got	great	historical	

significance.	

Interviewer	 That’s	my	last	question.	Thank	you	very	much	for	your	help.	
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APPENDIX	J:	INTERVIEW	WITH	HARRY	CHRISTOPHERS	

INTERV IEW	CONDUCTED 	BY 	EVA-MARIE 	MIDDLETON	6 TH 	 JUNE 	2013 	

Interviewer	 Can	you	tell	me	how	you	first	came	to	be	involved	with	choral	music?	

Harry	Christophers	 When	I	was	a	chorister	at	Canterbury	Cathedral,	that	was	my	first	

introduction.	Allan	Wicks	was	the	organist	and	choirmaster	there.	So	that	

was	the	first	introduction.	I’d	never	come	across	any	of	this	music	before.	

Being	at	Canterbury	Cathedral,	there	was	a	wide	range	of	music,	quite	a	

lot	of	Renaissance	stuff.	Although	Allan	Wicks	always	said	that	he	didn’t	

really	understand	it	but	loved	it.	He	was	a	great	musician	so	there	was	

never	any	problem.	He	also	did	a	lot	of	contemporary	music	and	that	was	

quite	radical	in	those	days	for	Anglican	Cathedral	establishments.	Then	I	

went	on	to	senior	school	and	my	music	carried	on	but	I	was	more	of	a	

clarinettist.	Then	I	went	to	Magdalen	Oxford,	which	was	where	I	really	

got	interested	in	and	did	so	much	earlier	music.	So	that’s	really	how	it	all	

happened.	I’m	very	lucky.	But	I’m	typical	–	a	lot	of	people	from	England	

and	the	UK	who	are	in	this	world,	being	a	chorister	at	the	Cathedral,	

going	to	Oxford,	Cambridge,	it’s	exactly	the	same	as	John	Eliot	Gardiner,	

Roger	Norrington,	Andrew	Parrott	and	these	sort	of	people.	

Interviewer	 Canterbury	was	the	place?	

Harry	Christophers	 It	was	one	of	many	places	but	I	was	very	lucky	that	that	was	the	right	

place	for	me.	

Interviewer	 How	did	you	transition	then	into	choral	directing?	

Harry	Christophers	 Well,	I’ve	a	thing	about	this	word	‘choral	directing’.	There	are	such	things	

as	‘choral	conductors’.	I	think	it’s	a	real	misnomer	because	I	feel	that	

you’re	a	conductor	and	you	should	be	able	to	conduct	orchestras	as	well	

as	choirs,	certainly,	in	the	world	that	I	live	in	now.	I	look	to	my	peers	as	

people	like	John	Eliot	Gardiner	or	Roger	Norrington,	who	are	very	much	

orchestral	–	they	are	conductors.	They	conduct	an	orchestra,	they	will	

conduct	if	there	was	a	choir	added	to	it,	or	they	conduct	a	choir	on	their	

own.	There	are	people,	of	course,	who	just	go	into	the	choral	world	and	

that’s	it,	and	they	stick	there	and	they	love	it.	That’s	part	of	that	great	

Anglican	choral	tradition,	including	America,	of	course.	There	are	so	

many	degrees	in	choral	conducting.	I	think	it’s	a	load	of	bollocks,	as	far	as	
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I’m	concerned.	Funnily	enough,	I	wasn’t	trained	(in	choral	conducting).	I	

read	classics	when	I	first	went	to	Oxford,	and	I	changed	to	music	after	

two	years	and	read	music	in	two	years.	But	that	wasn’t	my	intention,	to	

go	up	and	read	music.	I	did	a	lot	of	music	in	those	days,	singing	at	

services	every	day	of	the	week	at	Magdalen,	and	different	music	every	

day.	I	think	there’s	a	much	better	infrastructure	for	music	at	Cambridge	

in	the	sense	that	things	are	much	more	organised.	Having	said	that,	I	was	

lucky	to	go	to	Oxford	because	for	me,	it’s	not	so	much	“organised”	music,	

but	it	was	very	much	up	to	the	students	to	form	their	own	things	and	go	

and	do	it.	That’s	where	I	started	doing	a	bit	of	conducting	and	just	

started	from	basics	really.	Bernard	Rose,	who	was	the	organist	and	

choirmaster	at	Magdalen,	Oxford,	he	would	have	me	relay	the	beats	

while	he	was	conducting	the	other	side,	if	necessary.	He	gave	me	a	few	

tips	about	that,	and	he	actually	was	a	very	good	conductor.	He	wasn’t	

one	of	these	wishy-washy	choral	conductors	who	do	these	mirror	beats,	

and	endings	have	an	airy-fairy	thing	about	them.	He	was	very	much	that	

you	must	have	a	click	in	the	beat,	there	has	to	be	a	semblance	of	a	

rhythm	there	somewhere.	So	my	conducting	really	developed	from	

teaching	myself.	I	think	in	many	ways,	one	of	the	lucky	things	for	me	is	

that	when	I	left	Oxford	I	actually	sang	professionally	for	six	years.	I	was	at	

Westminster	Abbey.	I	sang	in	an	English	opera	group,	English	Music	

Theatre	Company,	under	Stuart	Bedford.	A	lot	of	Britten	operas,	and	that	

was	phenomenal.	I	was	also	very	lucky	to	spend	three	years	in	the	BBC	

Singers.	Sometimes	people	frown	on	the	BBC	Singers	as	being	a	radio	

choir.	It	still	is	the	only	fully	professional,	contracted,	salaried	choir	in	the	

country.	But	I	was	very	lucky	in	those	days	because	I	took	on	that	job	

with	the	full	knowledge	that	I	didn’t	want	to	be	a	singer.	I	decided	that	

six	years	at	the	Abbey	–	that	was	enough	for	me.	I	wanted	to	conduct.	I	

got	a	phone	call	from	the	BBC	Singers’	office	saying,	“Look,	we’ve	got	a	

tenor	vacancy.	We	want	to	give	it	to	you.”	And	I	said,	“I	don’t	want	to	

sing	anymore,	I	want	to	conduct.”	And	they	said,	“But	you	know,	be	

realistic.	You	just	got	a	mortgage;	you	just	got	married;	how	are	you	

going	to	live?”	And	I	said,	“Well,	you	know,	I’m	doing	something.”	They	

said,	“Look,	well	just	think	about	it.	We’ll	let	you	off	for	every	time	you	

want	to	be	away	to	conduct,	and	we’ll	support	you	–	not	financially	

support	you	–	but	mentally	and	things.”	So	that	was	an	offer	I	couldn’t	
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refuse.	Fate	has	done	amazing	things	through	the	path	of	my	life.	So	I	

spent	three	years	in	the	BBC	Singers	and	it	was	in	those	three	years	that	I	

really	developed	my	own	technique.	I	was	really	lucky	to	be	able	to	work	

with	people	like	Boulez,	Seiji	Ozawa,	Rozhdestvensky,	and	to	be	singing	

with	the	BBC	Symphony	Orchestra.	Boulez	regarded	the	BBC	Singers	as	

the	greatest	choir	in	Europe,	and	we	recorded	the	Schoenberg	male	

voice	part	songs	with	him,	which	are	fiendishly	difficult.	He	would	say,	

“Nobody	else	in	the	world	could	sing	them.”	We	did	them	with	him,	and	

when	you’re	in	that	sort	of	close	proximity	with	these	phenomenal	

conductors,	you	really	do	learn	a	lot.	But	I	also	learnt	probably	more	on	

how	not	to	conduct,	how	not	to	rehearse,	from	the	people	who	weren’t	

so	good.	I	took	all	those	things	on	board	and	just	gradually	developed	my	

own	way	of	doing	things.	I	had	started	The	Sixteen	in	1979,	after	I	left	

Oxford	in	1977.	But	I	didn’t	formally	give	up	singing.	I	left	the	BBC	Singers	

in	1985.	Things	were	developing,	and	I	was	also	very	lucky	that	I	was	able	

to	conduct	groups	like	the	Deutsche	Kammerphilharmonie,	which	was	in	

its	infancy	then,	like	I	was	in	my	infancy	in	conducting.	Avanti!	Chamber	

Orchestra,	which	had	been	formed	by	Esa-Pekka	Salonen	in	Finland,	I	was	

able	to	conduct	those	sorts	of	orchestras,	and	the	Beethoven	Academy	in	

Belgium.	I	was	able	to	cut	my	teeth	on	things	away	from	the	major	

concert	halls	and	critics	and	just	make	my	mistakes	elsewhere.	It’s	a	very	

roundabout	way	of	saying	that	while	I’m	well	known	today	for	all	the	

stuff	I	do	with	The	Sixteen,	which	is	principally	a	choir,	I	have	an	interest	

much	bigger	than	that.	Part	of	the	thing	of	having	one’s	own	group	–	and	

indeed,	the	way	I’ve	conducted	my	whole	professional	life	–	is	that	I	

perform	the	pieces	that	I	like,	more	importantly	the	pieces	that	I	feel	I’ve	

got	something	to	say	about.	I	had	this	wonderful	education	and	insight	

into	Renaissance	music	when	I	was	at	Oxford,	so	I	wanted	to	further	that	

in	my	own	way	and	take	that	further.	I	always	had	a	great	love	of	

Baroque	music,	principally	Handel,	who	I	adore,	and	I’ve	been	able	to	

carry	that	through.	Then	I	tend	to	jump	to	Poulenc,	Britten,	Stravinsky.	At	

home	I	listen	to	Mahler,	but	I	know	I’m	never	ever	going	to	conduct	

Mahler	because	there	are	thousands	of	people	out	there	much	better	

than	me,	and	I	might	make	a	pig’s	ear	of	it!	I	have	had	the	opportunity	

but	I’ve	always	said,	“No”.	Ravel,	Debussy,	I’ll	do	that.	That’s	different,	

but	there	are	certain	things	that	you	may	like	but	actually	you	may	not	
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be	any	good	at.	

Interviewer	 You’ve	touched	a	little	bit	on	it,	but	how	would	you	characterise	your	

introduction	to	early	choral	music,	Tudor	music	in	particular?	

Harry	Christophers	 More	at	Oxford,	principally.	I	was	very	lucky	with	Bernard	Rose,	who	

edited	some	of	Tomkins’	Musica	Deo	Sacra.	Also,	my	history	and	music	

tutor	was	David	Wulstan,	who	founded	The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford.	That	

was	a	great	introduction	to	Sheppard	and	all	these	things.	I	was	

introduced	to	this	amazing	amount	of	early	music	then.	Peter	Phillips	was	

a	couple	of	years	ahead	of	me	at	Oxford,	and	I	sang	in	the	early	days	of	

The	Tallis	Scholars	when	that	was	formed	at	Oxford.	In	those	days,	it	was	

a	very	cavalier	attitude	to	this	music.	People	of	course	had	done	it	in	the	

past,	but	nobody	was	really	performing	it	and	concentrating	totally	on	

that	sort	of	music.	So	we	got	through	a	wealth	of	this	music.	Singing	

probably	really	badly,	thinking	we	were	great,	and	gradually	there	was	a	

following.	There	was	a	small	following;	it	was	a	little	bit	elitist	in	a	way.	I	

think	that	was	part	and	parcel	of	some	of	the	people	who	were	doing	

that	at	Oxford,	Cambridge,	wanting	to	preserve	it	for	the	few.	There	

were	a	few	academics	out	there	who	felt	it	was	very	much	music	with	a	

little	secret	behind	it,	that	it	wasn’t	to	be	performed.	There	were	boring	

academics	that	thought	it	should	be	performed	by	boys.	But	David	

Wulstan	and	The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford	was	a	revelation.	So	was	the	joy	of	

just	singing	this	music	in	The	Tallis	Scholars.	We	were	all	friends;	we’re	

just	singing	for	the	love	of	it.	Bernard	Rose	in	the	services	at	Magdalen	

probably	gave	me	more	of	an	insight	into	just	how	the	shape	of	the	

music	worked.	Bernard	was	very	good	like	that	because	he	would	always	

encourage	questions,	and	he	would	always	pose	questions	to	the	choir	

during	rehearsal	and	ask	for	answers,	and	it	didn’t	matter	how	banal	

their	answer	was.	He	would	never	ridicule	us.	There	was	always	a	feeling	

you	were	contributing,	and	you	could	have	a	little	discussion	in	a	

rehearsal	about	something.	I	think	that	was	really	good	because	through	

that	we	learnt	the	form	of	Palestrina	without	actually	having	to	read	a	

load	of	books	about	it.	We	actually	learned	the	music	by	performing	it.	

The	music	was	in	our	heads	the	whole	time,	the	basic	principle	of	that	

music,	to	do	with	architecture	and	the	shape	of	phrase,	which	I	have	

simply	just	taken	to	further	degrees	as	I’ve	gone	through.	That’s	the	time	

which	really	focused	me,	that	there	was	something	really	interesting	
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about	this	music.	

Interviewer	 When	you	come	to	direct	early	choral	music	–	mostly	Tudor	music	I’m	

thinking	of	–	do	you	have	specific	influences	that	you	see	in	your	direction	

of	it?	Do	you	see	yourself	as	part	of	a	tradition	of	how	you	conduct	it?	

Harry	Christophers	 No,	it’s	a	mixture	of	influences.	First	and	foremost,	the	music	of	the	

sixteenth	century	is	all	sacred	music,	principally	because	all	the	jobs	were	

in	the	Church.	So	the	music	that	was	being	written	then	was	subservient	

to	the	liturgy.	But	that’s	not	what	I’m	doing.	I’m	taking	it	out	of	the	

liturgy,	I’m	putting	it	into	the	concert	hall,	I’m	doing	something	that	is	

not	authentic.	I	wasn’t	authentic	because	I’m	not	using	boys	on	the	top;	

I’m	not	using	castrato	on	the	top.	So	right	from	the	beginning,	it’s	

completely	different	from	the	period	instrument	orchestra.	What	I’m	

doing	is	I’m	trying	to	bring	the	words	to	life.	Now,	the	words	of	the	Mass	

–	as	I	said,	the	music	was	subservient	to	the	liturgy	–	so	it	was	irrelevant	

in	many	ways.	But	today,	I	feel	I	need	to	put	across,	in	the	way	we	

interpret	the	music,	an	interpretation	of	the	words.	So	for	me,	rather	

than	it	being	music-led,	it’s	word-led	to	a	stronger	or	lesser	degree.	So	

automatically,	I’m	not	being	authentic	about	this.	Going	from	my	days	at	

Oxford,	I	spent	some	time	singing	with	David	Wulstan	and	The	Clerkes	of	

Oxford,	and	it	was	about	the	sound	and	the	music.	The	altos	seemed	to	

be	allowed	to	sing	as	loud	as	they	wanted	to,	but	every	other	part	had	to	

sing	as	soft	as	they	could.	And	I	found	it	slightly	infuriating,	and	I	didn’t	

quite	go	for	it.	I	just	wanted	to	inject	some	of	my	personality	onto	the	

interpretation.	Now,	I	know	that	David	Wulstan	would	be	absolutely	

horrified;	that’s	not	his	way	of	doing	it.	The	last	thing	he’d	want	to	do	is	

impose	himself	on	the	music.	I	don’t	necessarily	want	to	impose,	but	all	I	

want	to	do	is	interpret	the	music.	The	better	the	composer,	the	more	

one	can	interpret	the	music.	One	can	really	interpret	Victoria’s	music;	

one	could	almost	over-interpret	it.	It	can	be	dealt	with	in	great	extremes	

of	interpretation.	There	are	many	ways,	many	performances	out	there	of	

people	doing	quite	bizarre	things.	So	everything	I	do,	I	put	my	own	

personal	stamp	on	it,	but	within	the	framework	of	the	way	that	the	

music	is	shaped.	There	are	moments	in	all	music	where	you	look	basically	

horizontally	or	sometimes	you	look	vertically	on	the	way	the	music	is	

shaped.	For	me,	there’s	a	basic	principle	of	the	art	to	the	phrase,	the	

light	and	shade	that	that	gives	you,	the	ebb	and	flow	we	should	be	doing	
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within	the	music.	There	are	also	moments	when	the	tempo	needs	to	be	

pulled	and	pushed.	That,	to	me,	is	a	basic	principle	of	how	it	was	done	in	

those	days	because	the	beat	was	the	heartbeat.	If	you	got	happier	the	

heartbeat	would	go	faster;	if	you	got	more	sorrowful,	the	heartbeat	

would	get	slower.	Maybe	I	take	that	a	little	bit	more	extensive	rubato.	

But	to	me,	that	is	the	way	I	do	things.	That’s	the	way	I	keep	the	music	

fresh.	If	we’re	performing	things	many	times,	I	want	to	find	something	

new	and	I	do	something	different	to	make	it	spontaneous.	That’s	all	to	do	

about	performing	in	the	modern	day	and	performing	to	an	audience	

when	you’re	trying	to	capture	them.	Most	people	don’t	know	anything	

about	this	music,	my	job	is	to	get	more	people	listening	to	this	and	

enjoying	it.	It	doesn’t	matter	how.	If	they’re	basically	religious	and	they	

get	some	sort	of	amazing	faith	thing	out	of	it	or	whatever.	They	just	find	

it	spiritual	in	just	a	basic	way,	or	they	feel	they’ve	been	taken	to	heaven.	I	

don’t	know.	For	me,	it’s	all	about	performing.	

Interviewer	 I	get	the	impression	that	you	feel	like	you	were	really	bringing	more	of	

yourself	rather	than	a	set	of	ways	of	doing	it?	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes.	Allan	Wicks	at	Canterbury,	I	still	always	go	back	to	the	way	that	he	

taught	us	to	sing.	I	remember	him	getting	once,	he	got	a	psalter	and	we	

were	singing	complete	rubbish,	and	he	just	said,	“Look,”	and	he	threw	

the	psalter.	And	he	sang	like	that,	and	we	sang	like	that.	And	suddenly	

we	all	realised,	“Wow!	It	was	completely	different.”	Because	it	was	this	

enjoyment	of	singing,	and	I	allow	my	singers	to	sing.	I	reel	them	back	

when	I	need	to,	but	I	want	them	to	enjoy	these	kinds	of	music.	I	don’t	

want	it	to	be	prissy;	I	don’t	want	it	to	be	sexless	and	bland,	I’m	not	

interested	in	that.	It’s	not	about	that.	It’s	about	performing	and	bringing	

out	the	emotions	of	this	music.	There	are	certain	composers	that	won’t	

take	that	and	I	probably	don’t	perform	them.	I	tend	not	to	perform	

composers	earlier	than	1500	and	even	the	1500s	is	a	stretch.	But	I’ve	

done	a	lot	of	Eton	Choirbook,	things	like	that.	That	was	years	ago,	and	

now	I’m	returning	to	a	bit	of	it	next	year.	I’d	be	interested	to	see	how	I	

cope	with	it.	So	I’m	choosing	repertoire.	I	used	to	find	Palestrina	really	

hard,	and	now	I’m	beginning	to	feel	that	actually	he’s	somebody	who	is	

an	incredible	craftsman	and	you	sometimes	don’t	really	want	to	tamper	

with	what	he’s	doing.	But	gradually	I’m	finding	a	way	in	there	to	just	do	

the	odd	little	thing,	to	really	suddenly	make	the	piece	live	a	little	bit.	
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These	are	subtleties	really.	If	I	find	I’m	overworking	something	and	the	

effect	is	contrived,	then	I’ll	start	again,	because	what	I	want	to	do	is	to	

make	the	whole	thing	sound	wonderfully	natural	and	wonderfully	

organic.	The	basis	of	choral	music	and	singing	is	that,	of	course	I	want	

them	to	sing	in	tune;	I	want	them	to	sing	together.	But	it’s	not	all	about	

this.	I	find	it	in	choirs	all	over	the	place,	in	America,	in	Europe.	I	find	it	

absolutely	staggering	when	people	say,	“What?	You	do	things	in	a	

completely	different	way!”	In	America	so	much	is	not	about	the	words.	

Well,	how	can	you	sing	if	music	is	not	about	words?	If	you’re	singing	

words,	it’s	about	words.	I’m	breathing.	Breath	should	be	natural;	breaths	

should	be	part	of	the	music.	If	you	sing	Bach,	the	singers	will	always	say,	

“Oh,	you	know,	you	can’t	breathe	anywhere.”	But	then,	you	make	the	

breaths	work	for	you;	you	make	them	part	of	the	phrase.	Then	when	you	

work	that	out,	it	doesn’t	become	a	feeling	of	“Oh,	gosh!	That	singer	is	

running	out	of	breath.”	It	goes	naturally.	You	feel	it,	and	people	have	got	

much	more	time	when	they	think	and	allow	space	to	make	it	work.	

Interviewer	 I	have	a	few	questions	for	the	interview	that	touch	on	aesthetic	concerns,	

which	you’ve	already	started	to	get	into.	For	the	purpose	of	my	study,	I	

am	using	the	term	to	mean	that	if,	as	you	say,	a	choral	performance	is	

made	up	of	tuning	and	blend	and	then	the	words	and	the	vertical	versus	

the	horizontal	–	all	these	different	elements	–	I’m	interested	to	know	

which	are,	if	you	are	to	just	pick	a	couple,	what	are	the	most	important	

factors	when	you	put	together	a	performance	of	this	early	choral	music?	

Harry	Christophers	 The	words	and	the	shape	of	the	music.	They’re	two	very	simple	things.	If	

you	don’t	allow	the	music	to	have	a	shape,	and	an	ebb	and	a	flow,	then	it	

becomes	boring.	It	just	becomes	a	beautiful	sound	but	actually	it	is	not	

doing	anything	to	anybody.	That	is	then	governed	by	the	way	we	

interpret	the	words	and	the	phrases	accordingly.	

Interviewer	 To	ask	a	similar	question	in	a	different	way,	if	someone	was	going	to	

review	one	of	your	concerts,	what’s	the	highest	praise	or	the	thing	you’d	

mostly	want	or	to	be	the	most	obvious	to	that	reviewer?	

Harry	Christophers	 First	of	all,	critics	are	a	load	of	rubbish,	aren’t	they?	I’m	not	really	

interested	in	what	a	reviewer	thinks	of	it	because	they	always	have	their	

own	agenda,	so	to	speak,	unless	it’s	a	very	good	reviewer.	It’s	basically	

what	it	does	to	their	emotion,	and	that’s	exactly	the	same	with	the	

audience.	The	audience	are	much	more	important	to	me	that	any	critic.	
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I’d	had	a	review	from	Richard	Morrison	or	The	Times,	and	he	said	

something	like,	“I	know	what	heaven	is	all	about,”	something	to	that	

effect.	That	I’ve	touched	the	person,	we’ve	touched	them	in	our	

performance,	that’s	perhaps	to	me	the	greatest.	

Interviewer	 That	personal	connection?	

Harry	Christophers	 Totally,	it’s	what	music	is	all	about.	

Interviewer	 Wonderful.	So	I’m	going	to	move	on	to	these	early	recordings	I	have.	Do	

you	have	any	preconceptions	about	early	recordings?	

Harry	Christophers	 I	heard	a	little	bit.	I’ve	heard	none	of	these.	I	didn’t	even	know	how	to	

look	up	The	English	Singers.	The	only	person	I	knew	was	Bairstow.	I	had	

no	idea	there	were	recordings	of	this	age	which,	of	course,	shouldn’t	

really	surprise	me.	I	did	look	up	The	English	Singers	and	found	that	when	

they	reformed	in	the	1940s	Peter	Pears	was	amongst	them.	But	no;	I	

have	no	idea	about	them	and	never	heard	them	before.	

Interviewer	 I’ve	got	four	of	these	recordings.	So	you’re	welcome	to	tell	me	that	you’ve	

had	enough	or	that	you	want	to	hear	it	again;	you	can	interrupt	me,	

whatever	you	want.	And	the	first	recording	is	this,	Byrd’s	Ave	Verum	

Corpus,	recorded	in	‘24	by	The	English	Singers.	And	you	said	you	did	a	

little	bit	of	reading	about	The	English	Singers?	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes.	

Interviewer	 So	one	per	part,	touring	around	the	place	with	a	woman	singing.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 What’s	your	first	reaction	to	that?	

Harry	Christophers	 Well,	it’s	excruciating,	isn’t	it?	But,	of	course,	this	is	a	terribly	early	

recording.	As	I	heard	it	I’m	thinking,	because	they	got	a	terrible	review,	

something	like,	“What	would	you	expect?	Six	noses	crowded	into	a	single	

horn.”	First	and	foremost	for	this	particular	group,	it’s	obviously	

staggering	what	they	were	doing.	I	had	no	idea	that	they	existed.	So	isn’t	

it	brilliant	that	people	were	doing	this	music	anyway?	Of	course,	it’s	one	

to	a	part.	The	tuning	is	terrible.	It	is	1924	recorded	sound	–	what	more	

do	you	expect?	I	think	the	fact	is	we’ve	come	a	long	way	and	one	

wouldn’t	hear	that	today.	

Interviewer	 If	you	did	hear	that	today,	how	would	you	assess	it?	

Harry	Christophers	 I	would	say	it’s	excruciating;	probably	I’d	run	a	mile!	The	trouble	is,	as	

singing,	it’s	not	even	good	amateur	singing.	Having	said	that,	I’d	want	

everybody	to	try	to	sing	this	music.	But	it	just	shows	how	hard	it	is.	Some	
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of	the	voices	are	not	supported,	so	they’re	not	thinking.	Decent	tuning	

and	wayward	singing.	But	it’s	not	brilliant,	is	it?	You’d	have	to	admit	that!	

Interviewer	 I	don’t	think	they	had	a	conductor.	But	if	they	did	have	a	conductor	–	if	

you	could	put	yourself	in	the	head	of	their	imaginary	conductor,	what	

aesthetic	values	do	you	think	he	was	trying	to	go	for	that	produced	that	

sound?	

Harry	Christophers	 I	think	they	were	just	being	really	enthusiastic	singers,	wanting	to	do	this	

music.	The	fact	that	they	performed	so	much	of	this	music,	I	think	they	

were	just	being	good	amateur	enthusiasts,	one	of	the	professional	

enthusiasts	in	those	days.	It’s	an	easy	four-part	piece	that	needs	real	

attention.	You	don’t	get	the	feeling	that	they’re	really	singing	as	one.		

Interviewer	 So	I	have	a	quote	now	of	a	review	of	one	of	their	recordings.	

Unfortunately,	it’s	not	the	review	of	this	recording.	It’s	a	review	of	

another	Byrd	recording	they	released	in	‘23,	the	year	before.	But	this	is	

the	review	they	got	in	The	Musical	Times:	

The	singers	in	the	choral	records	are,	of	course,	The	English	

Singers.	Individual	criticism	is	out	of	place	in	discussing	an	

ensemble,	but	I	feel	I	must	pay	tribute	to	the	women	singers.	The	

purity	of	their	tone	and	the	ease	with	which	they	attack	and	

sustain	high	notes,	are	a	real	refreshment.	I	got	more	joy	from	

the	top	parts	of	these	choral	records	than	from	lots	of	

performances	by	the	numerous	queens	of	song.	These	choral	

records	are	fine	examples	of	the	possibilities	of	individuality	in	

team	work.	The	singers	are	extraordinarily	free,	yet	the	ensemble	

is	about	as	near	perfection	as	possible.	There	is	one	small	blemish	

in	the	matter	of	blend;	I	feel	that	more	real	bass	quality	is	needed	

at	the	bottom.	I	was	not	conscious	of	this	defect	when	listening	to	

the	party	at	first	hand	some	months	ago,	so	it	is	evidently	a	

matter	of	recording.	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes,	I	think	the	latter	is	very	important.	We’ve	no	idea	if	it	is	a	few	people	

putting	their	nose	into	a	horn,	or	who’s	projecting.	In	modern	day	

recording	you	get	the	bloom	in	some	voices	further	away	and	others	

closer.	

Interviewer	 And	people	at	that	time	were	aware	of	all	those	limitations.	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes.	A	very	interesting	point	about	the	line.	In	the	context	of	those	times,	

yes,	I’d	agree.	Not	having	heard	many	recordings	(of	the	1920s)	but	
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knowing	even	recordings	of	singers	from	20	years	later,	and	the	great	

singer	thing,	the	big	bulk	of	the	sound,	which	clearly	had	become	a	big	

thing	out	there.	That’s	the	same	with	orchestral	vibrato	and	everything.	

If	you	heard	that	you	would	be	saying,	“Gosh,	well,	we	want	something	a	

bit	purer…”	Yes,	a	very	good	point.	

Interviewer	 Are	those	types	of	comments	–	the	purity	of	tone,	the	individuality	within	

the	teamwork	–	are	those	things	you'd	like	said	about	your	own	

performance	piece?	

Harry	Christophers	 I	don’t	know.	Individuality,	yes.	Not	purity	of	tone.	One	of	the	things	I	

hate	about	early	music	groups	is	this	accent	on	a	very	thin	sound,	and	it	

always	has	a	thin	sound,	and	the	top	line,	they're	the	ones	that	people	

always	comment	on.	If	it	doesn’t	have	that	purity	in	the	top	line,	they're	

not	interested.	Vibrato	is	such	a	misused	word.	Vibrato	is	a	Baroque	

term.	It	is	a	term	of	expression.	The	fact	of	the	matter	is,	through	the	

twentieth	century	and	these	days,	you	get	some	quite	wide	vibratos	in	

singers,	and	that	is	totally	uncalled	for	and	unnecessary.	It	covers	up	a	

multitude	of	sins	and	needs	to	be	killed	straightaway.	But	normal	vibrato	

is	a	very	natural	process,	and	it's	a	warmth	of	sound.	I	don’t	dictate	to	my	

singers	but	first	of	all	is	that	they	know	how	I	want	them	to	sing.	With	my	

American	group,	Handel	and	Haydn	Society,	I	often	do	have	to	talk	about	

focusing	the	sound.	It's	more	about	focus.	Vibrato	is	often	caused	by	very	

unfocused	sound	or	a	voice	that	is	trying	to	cover	up	things	by,	therefore,	

putting	on	an	uncontrolled	vibrato.	Conversely,	the	singers	who	have	a	

very	tight	vibrato,	that	actually	can	be	really	musical.	But	I	often	talk	

about	warmth	in	sound	when	I	want	more	colour,	and	that	might	be	in	

putting	more	bloom	into	the	voice	or	that	little	bit	more	vibrato.	But	as	

soon	as	it’s	becoming	distorted,	then	you	have	problems.	

Interviewer	 So	you	don’t	really	like	that	comment,	but	the	individuality,	that	aspect	

you…	

Harry	Christophers	 Individuality,	fine	enough.	I	would	quite	like	a	little	bit	more	individuality.	

Individuality	in	my	performance?	Yes,	I	encourage	individuality	because	I	

want	to	hear	my	singers	express	themselves.	I	don’t	want	to	be	a	dictator	

that’s	making	them	sing	all	exactly	in	the	same	way,	in	an	almost	robotic	

manner.	The	great	thing	about	the	human	voice	is	it	is	completely	and	

utterly	personal.	We	haven’t	got	an	instrument.	We	haven’t	got	a	bow	to	

get	the	sound.	We	haven’t	got	a	reed	to	make	the	sound	of	the	clarinet	
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or	oboe.	It’s	totally	from	ourselves,	and	as	soon	as	it	ceases	to	be	totally	

from	yourself,	you're	putting	constraints	onto	those	singers	and,	

therefore,	in	my	opinion,	you’re	not	getting	the	best	out	of	them.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	any	more	of	that?	

Harry	Christophers	 No!	

Interviewer	 That’s	completely	fine.	So	does	knowing	that	recordings	like	this	were	

getting	reviews,	such	as	the	one	I	quoted	from	–	does	that	change	the	

way	you	feel	about	this	performance?	

Harry	Christophers	 It	makes	me	think	that	this	is	great,	because	I’ve	had	no	idea	that	such	

performances	were	going	on,	certainly	in	the	‘20s.	I	should	have	done	

really.	There's	so	much	academia	going	on	with	people	like	Richard	Terry	

and	Fellowes	and	people	like	that.	I	knew	Fellowes	but	I	suppose	I	

thought	much	of	this	was	being	done	in	a	very	collegiate	atmosphere.	

But	the	fact	that	they	were	being	released….	But	how	many	people	were	

buying	these?	I’ve	no	idea.	Do	you	know	how	many	of	these	recordings	

existed?	

Interviewer	 I	know	they	were	selling	out	concerts.	So	I'm	not	sure	how	many	people	

were	affording	the	recording.	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes.	They’re	fantastic,	though.	It	is	very	interesting.	But	in	the	same	way	

that	you	look	at	a	(1920s)	tennis	match,	from	the	slowness	of	the	game	

and	everything	like	that,	we've	just	come	forward	leaps	and	bounds	in	

the	modern	age	with	modern	technology	and	everything.	

Interviewer	 So	in	light	of	that	quote,	do	you	now	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	

values	that	they	were	trying	to	go	for	in	their	performance?	

Harry	Christophers	 Just	the	enjoyment	of	it.	There	is	a	clear	fact	that	they	were	enjoying	

what	they're	doing,	and	I	think	that’s	great.	Attempting	to	sing	it	

together.	That’s	fine.	It's	very	interesting,	because	you	would	love	to	

know	what	did	a	choir	singing	Byrd	in	the	sixteenth	century	sounded	like.	

I	could	imagine	better	than	that.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

Harry	Christophers	 Bravery,	bravery	for	doing	it.	

Interviewer	 Very	good!	Staying	with	The	English	Singers,	I	have	another	recording	of	

theirs.	This	time,	they're	singing	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born.	Do	you	know	

that	piece?		

Harry	Christophers	 I	do,	very	well.	

Interviewer	 So	to	see	how	they	work	with	a	more	lively	piece	of	music.	It's	recorded	
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the	same	year,	also	in	1924.	
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Interviewer	 So	what	are	your	first	reactions	to	that?	

Harry	Christophers	 It	was	much	better	than	the	previous	piece,	much	better.	What's	

interesting	is	that	it's	lively.	One	of	those	tenors	was	a	little	strident.	But	

it's	pretty	good	really,	because	it's	a	very	tricky	piece,	lots	of	rhythmic	

interest.	It's	good	to	hear	that	the	time	relationship	is	quite	nice.	So	

there	are	brains	going	on	there	which	is	good	to	hear,	which	I	didn’t	

really	hear	in	the	Ave	Verum	Corpus.	The	Ave	Verum	Corpus	is	interesting	

because,	in	its	simplicity,	it	actually	needs	to	be	worked	harder	at.	But	

here,	that	was	pretty	good.	The	failings	are	that	sort	of	cleanness	at	the	

top	line,	but	then	they	can't	sing.	As	soon	as	they’ve	got	to	sing	

something	fast,	it	becomes	wayward	because	then	they	can't	support	the	

sound	and	there	are	big	tuning	deficiencies.	One	thing	that	is	very	

obvious	about	it	is	the	fact	that	it	has	been	printed	and	it's	bar	line	led.	

It's	absolutely	beat	led,	so	there's	no	sense	of	architecture.	But	it's	a	

really	hard	piece	to	do.	Funnily	enough,	I’d	love	to	hear	how	they’d	do	a	

madrigal.	Hopefully,	their	madrigals	will	be	a	little	sprightlier,	and	this	

really	is	a	sacred	madrigal	so	it	needs	to	have	that	sort	of	lively	effect.	So	

it’s	a	little	ponderous,	but	I	would	actually	prefer	to	listen	to	that	than	

the	Byrd	Ave	Verum.	

Interviewer	 If	that	was	a	performance	given	by	a	choir	today,	is	there	anything	else	

you’d	say	in	assessing	it?	

Harry	Christophers	 Well	again,	if	it	was	done	today	I	would	shoot	them	because	it’s	

ponderous	and	it’s	bar	line	led.	There	are	deficiencies	in	the	singers.		

Interviewer	 So	again,	putting	yourself	into	the	head	of	their	imaginary	director,	what	

aesthetic	values	do	you	think	he	was	trying	to	bring	out	in	this	

performance?	

Harry	Christophers	 The	liveliness,	buoyancy,	a	sense	of	joy	of	the	occasion	of	the	text.	

There's	a	liveliness	there,	which	is	good	to	hear.	

Interviewer	 So	I	have	another	quote.	This	time,	it's	a	review	of	one	of	their	live	

performances	that	they	gave	and	it	says:	

Among	the	audience	were	to	be	noticed	leading	members	of	

society	and	representatives	of	the	intellectual	world,	all	of	whom	

enjoyed	not	only	the	singing,	marked	for	its	perfect	unanimity	of	

nuance	and	interpretation,	but	also	the	madrigals,	motets,	
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ballets,	and	duets	by	Byrd,	Purcell,	and	Weelkes,	as	well	as	the	

British	and	Irish	songs,	in	which	a	revival	of	a	literature	almost	

unknown	to	those	present	was	brought	to	their	notice.	

Harry	Christophers	 Brilliant.	

Interviewer	 So	are	those	the	types	of	things	you'd	like	said	about	your	performances?	

This	idea	that	you're	bringing	something	unheard	of	before?	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes.	I	think	that’s	great.	It	sounds	a	really	interesting	program	with	nice	

variety.	For	me,	I'm	not	a	great	fan	of	the	madrigal	form,	particularly	

English	madrigals,	but	I	know	people	love	them.	It's	just	not	for	me.	But,	

otherwise	great!	

Interviewer	 And	unanimity	of	nuance	in	interpretation;	is	that	something	you're	going	

for	in	your	performances?	

Harry	Christopher	 Yes,	very	much	so.	I	often	use	the	word	nuance.	There	are	purple	

moments	in	any	piece	and	if	you	can	bring	out	those	moments,	it’s	great.	

Nuances,	yes,	definitely.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	any	more	of	that?	

Harry	Christophers	 No,	that	was	good.	

Interviewer	 So	knowing	that	audience	at	that	time	felt	that	way	about	your	

performances,	does	that	change	how	you	feel	about	this	recording?	

Harry	Christophers	 No,	‘cause	I	liked	it	anyway	and	it	was	interesting.	I	can	imagine	the	

audience	that’s	hearing	that	would	sit	up	and	listen	and	be	energised.	It's	

fascinating	because	we’ve	got	this	on	recording,	but	also	to	think	what	

was	going	on	20,	30,	40	years	before	that.	Is	this	all	the	result	of	Richard	

Terry,	Edmond	Fellowes,	all	this	amazing	research	going	on	by	these	

great	people?	But	then,	we	look	back	at	Brahms,	Bruckner,	people	who	

had	vast	libraries	of	Renaissance	music	themselves,	so	there's	a	lot	of	

study	going	on	in	that.	I	do	find	it	fascinating	how	the	eras	of	music	

change	in	one’s	perception.	I’m	always	finding	50	years	from	Handel	

writing	Alexander’s	Feast,	the	Messiah,	etcetera,	to	Mozart	

reorchestrating	them:	the	piece	is	made	completely	differently.	By	the	

time	that	Mozart	adds	a	few	other	parts	and	fills	in	the	wind	cadenzas,	

you’ve	suddenly	lost	that	total	freedom	of	what	Baroque	music	is	all	

about.	So	we're	talking	centuries	between	Byrd	writing	and	these	people	

performing.	I	get	the	feeling	there’s	been	a	great	transition	of	this	group	

getting	fed	up	with	the	very	romantic	way	of	performing.	But	I	don’t	

know	what	was	happening	around	then.	
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Interviewer	 So	putting	yourself	into	the	head	of	their	imaginary	director,	in	light	of	

that	review,	do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values?	

Harry	Christophers	 No,	‘cause	as	I	said,	I	liked	it.	It	clearly	was	lively.	It	clearly	had	nice	

nuances,	and	I	suspect	the	recorded	sound	doesn’t	do	them	justice.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	the	performance?	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes,	its	vitality.	It's	slightly	slow	for	me.	But	nevertheless,	it's	got	a	

buoyancy	there.	There's	a	feeling	that	they	know	what	they're	singing	

about.	

Interviewer	 I’ve	a	couple	of	questions,	going	back	to	choirs	today.	Firstly,	do	you	

perceive	of	a	difference	between	choirs	resident	in	a	specific	place	–	so	

resident	in	a	chapel	or	a	cathedral	–	as	supposed	to	the	choirs	you	

conduct	where	they	tour	around?	

Harry	Christophers	 Oh,	yes,	by	their	nature.	The	cathedral	choirs	have	a	turnover	of	boys	

every	three	or	four	years.	The	collegiate	choirs	have	a	turnover	every	

year,	a	different	thing.	So	you’ve	got	this	rotation	of	some	years.	I	

remember	talking	to	Andrew	Carwood,	at	Saint	Paul’s	at	the	moment.	

He’s	finally	got	his	set	of	boys,	the	big	boys	he	auditioned	when	he	first	

started.	So	they	come	through	there	and	this	is	now	his	set	of	boys.	He's	

seeing	the	fruits	of	his	labours	and	it's	coming	good.	But	in	two	years’	

time,	a	lot	of	those	will	disappear	and	he’ll	have	a	new	lot	and	they	might	

not	be	half	as	good.	With	groups	like	The	Sixteen	we’re	pretty	stable,	and	

that	does	give	us	this	absolute	uniformity.	The	big	difference	of	course	is	

that	The	Sixteen	are	a	group	that	do	a	vast	amount	of	concerts	and	

recordings.	We	don’t	do	day-in	day-out	church	services	where	you're	

going	through	the	motions,	and	you’ve	got	a	short	time	for	rehearsal	

each	day,	so	you're	only	as	good	as	what	you	can	do	with	the	people	in	

front	of	you.	So	there's	a	big	difference	in	that	sense.	

Interviewer	 Extrapolating	back	in	time,	would	you	expect	that	difference	to	be	more	

or	less	pronounced	at	the	beginning	of	the	twentieth	century?	

Harry	Christophers	 Less	pronounced	because	I	suspect	that	a	lot	of	these	singers	were	from	

the	cathedral,	chapel,	college	fraternity.	

Interviewer	 Apart	from	the	women,	I’m	guessing.	

Harry	Christophers	 Possibly	yes,	so	that’s	interesting,	isn't	it?	That’s	another	subject	really.	

But	cathedral	choirs	were	where	the	music	was	going.	Some	were	doing	

better	than	others.	I	would	have	thought	that	the	music	making	by	vocal	

groups	was	much	more	on	the	good	amateur	side	rather	than	actually	
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amateur	to	professional.	There’s	a	big	divide	today	with	the	professional	

groups	only	because	of	the	fact	that	we	tour	a	lot.	It's	all	practicalities	

that	have	come	with	the	modern	age	really.	

Interviewer	 The	reason	I	asked	is	this:	having	listened	to	The	English	Singers,	a	

touring	ensemble,	we’re	now	going	to	listen	to	some	resident	choirs,	

hopefully	two	of	them	if	we	have	time.	The	first	one	is	the	choir	of	

Westminster	Cathedral.	They're	also	going	to	sing	the	Byrd	Ave	Verum,	

and	this	was	a	recording	they	made	in	1929.	You	are	familiar	with	the	

reputation	of	Westminster	Cathedral	at	this	time?	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes,	but	not	at	this	time.	I	am	familiar	with	the	Westminster	Cathedral	

but	not	from	this	day.	

Interviewer	 So	RR	Terry	had	been	their	foundation…	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes,	he	founded	it	in	1909,	something	like	that?	

Interviewer	 1901.	I	think	he	was	the	first	there	and	this	is,	directly	after	him,	Lancelot	

Long	directing.	
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Interviewer	 So	what's	your	first	reaction	to	that?	

Harry	Christophers	 It	just	reminds	me	of	the	Birmingham	Oratory	Choir	that	my	father-in-law	

used	to	conduct	it.	It's	very	Catholic.	They	use	this	term	‘very	Catholic	

sound’,	and	it	is.	I	suspect	it's	recorded	in	Westminster	Cathedral	itself.	

It’s	an	extraordinary	male	sound	with	the	scooping	up	and	down.	This	

way	of	lurching	onto	syllables	of	words,	which	again	is	a	Catholic	thing,	

and	I’d	love	to	know	quite	how	it	all	happened.	It's	a	trademark	of	Terry,	

who	was	obviously	the	first	at	Westminster	Cathedral.	Terry	actually	

resigned	because	he	couldn’t	get	any	support	from	the	Cathedral	for	the	

things	he	wanted	to	do	because	Terry	was	a	ground	breaker.	[After	

Terry]	I	think	the	job	was	divided	between	two	priests,	one	being	this	

guy,	Long.	So	they’re	sort	of	going	through	the	motions.	But	really	great	

bass	sound,	interesting	top	line.	Of	course,	later	on	in	time	when	you	get	

to	George	Malcolm,	everything’s	happening	there.	But	there's	something	

about	it.	It's	a	full	choir	compared	to	one	to	a	part	with	The	English	

Singers.	But	there's	something	very	atmospheric	about	it.	It	reminds	me	

so	much	of	the	choir	my	father-in-law	did	at	Birmingham	because	he	had	

been	boy	under	H.	B.	Collins.	So	it	was	a	sort	of	Catholic	tradition	of	

leaning	onto	various	syllables,	but	at	least	interpreting	the	piece.	There's	

something	happening	there.	I’d	much	prefer	to	hear	that	than	some	
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lame,	esoteric,	bland	performance.	

Interviewer	 If	that	was	a	performance	given	today,	is	there	anything	else	you'd	say	in	

assessing	it?	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes:	shoot	those	basses!	Again,	it's	a	sound	of	its	age	really,	but	

interesting.	It’s	interesting	to	see	that	taking	that	sound	and	refining	it	

through	the	techniques	of	singing	and	everything	we	know	about	the	

voice	today,	it's	not	that	far	different	from	the	way	Westminster	

Cathedral	would	be	performing	this	music	today.	But	(Westminster	

Cathedral	today)	is	much	better,	I	mean.	

Interviewer	 So	putting	yourself	in	the	head	of	their	director,	what	aesthetic	values	do	

you	think	he	was	trying	to	get	in	this	performance?	

Harry	Christophers	 I	don’t	think	there	are	many	aesthetic	values	going.	I	get	the	feeling	that	

the	singers	know	what	they	are	performing	about	and	that	they're	going	

through	the	motions.	Now	he	[Long]	was	going	through	the	motions,	but	

they	[the	singers]	know	their	art	and	they	know	the	building	they're	

performing	in.	So	I	think	there's	a	sense	of	a	natural	Catholic	sound	going	

on	there.	It’s	feeling	very	natural	and	organic	really.	

Interviewer	 So	I	have	another	quote,	and	this	is	actually	the	review	this	specific	

recording	got	in	The	Musical	Times.	A	recording	from	Westminster	Abbey	

had	come	out	at	the	same	time,	so	review	talks	about	that	recording	and	

then	this	one	and	contrasts	a	bit.	So	there's	a	bit	of	comparison,	

therefore,	and	it	says:	

The	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	is	also	recorded,	and	inevitably	

one	makes	comparisons.	I	can't	say	good	things	about	the	music	

of	the	Benediction	service	-	very	ordinary	hymn-tunes	and	a	

dullish	Motet	by	Eslava.	A	couple	of	Byrd	Motets	are	a	better	test.	

The	'	Ave	Regina'	opens	far	too	jerkily	by	the	trebles,	and	I	feel	

that	the	pace	throughout	is	too	quick.	The	fine	'Ave	Verum'	is	

better	in	every	way	deeply	expressive,	and	with	the	right	note	of	

urgency	in	the	climaxes.	The	poignant	discords	-	where	Byrd	

writes	F	sharp	against	F	natural	and	again	B	flat	against	B	

natural	-	seem	to	be	toned	down	somewhat,	but	that	may	be	a	

matter	of	recording.	There	are	excellent	men's	voices	in	this	choir,	

especially	in	the	bass	department,	but	I	very	much	prefer	the	

Abbey	boys.	The	Cathedral	treble	tone	is	too	hooty,	and	even	'	

Amen	'	comes	out	as	'Oomoo’.	
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Harry	Christophers	 That	was	right.	At	the	start	of	the	Ave	Verum,	which	had	a	very	odd	

vowel,	I	thought	they	were	going	to	start	in	the	middle	or	something.	I	

don’t	know	about	the	bass	sound.	Actually,	one	thing	I	forgot	to	mention	

earlier	was	the	dynamic	contrast,	which	was	great.	It’s	exciting	because	

there	was	a	real	sense	of	understanding	the	text	and	making	that	live.	

Hootiness	in	the	boys,	difficult	to	hear	on	a	recording,	but	I'm	sure	this	

guy’s	right.	But	this	was	something	that	was	going	to	change	in	a	big	way	

as	Westminster	Cathedral	got	this	very	excited	and	much	harder	sound	

under	George	Malcolm	in	later	years.	The	hootiness	is	something	I	would	

aim	at	most	Anglican	Cathedral	choirs	today.	But	so	many	of	these	

people	that	are	running	these	choirs,	they	don’t	actually	know	that	much	

about	singing.	That’s	why	George	Malcolm	was	a	big	change	because	he	

researched	a	lot	of	those	voices	and	how	hard	you	could	sing.		

Interviewer	 So	some	of	these	comments	–	that	they	are	deeply	expressive	and	that	

there	was	urgency	in	the	climaxes	–	are	those	things	you'd	like	said	about	

your	performances?	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes.	Deeply	expressive	has	to	be	what	we're	all	about.	It	has	to	be.	

Interviewer	 And	obviously	the	reviewer	really	likes	this	exceedingly	strong	bass	sound.	

Do	you	subscribe	to	that	version	of	blend?	

Harry	Christophers	 No.	I	think	a	lot	of	choral	music	is	very	top	line	heavy,	and	that’s	been	

something	to	do	with	the	whole	cathedral	choir	really	because	we	had	so	

many	boys.	It's	nice	to	have	a	strong-ish	bass	sound,	but	not	a	sound	that	

completely	obliterates	everybody	else.	

Interviewer	 This	has	sort	of	gone	the	other	way,	hasn’t	it?	

Harry	Christophers	 It’s	gone	the	other	way,	and	I	couldn’t	really	hear	the	altos,	just	far	too	

much	bass.	

Interviewer	 But	you	still	subscribe	to	the	triangle	idea,	the	smaller	soprano	than	the	

bass	sound,	or	do	you	want	them	more	even?	

Harry	Christophers	 No,	as	far	as	I'm	concerned,	that	should	be	pretty	even.	In	my	own	group	

I	do	have	more	sopranos	than	men	but	just	because	I	like	that.	But	I	

could	use	male	altos	in	6-4-4-4.	I	allow	the	singers	to	sing	so	there’s	a	

strong	tenor	line.	That’s	partly	‘cause	I	was	a	failed	tenor,	so	I	like	tenors!	

But	you	so	often	find	in	different	acoustics	that	if	there's	any	part	that	is	

light	it’s	the	bass	part.	It	so	often	happens	in	concert	halls	with	the	

orchestra	as	well	as	vocally.	So	it	is	good	to	have	a	solid	bass	line.	

Interviewer	 So	knowing	that	was	the	review	they	got	at	that	time,	does	that	change	
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how	you	feel	about	this	recording?	

Harry	Christophers	 I	think	it's	a	pretty	fair	review.	I’d	love	to	have	heard	the	Ave	Regina	

because	maybe	I	would	disagree	with	this	reviewer,	because	he	clearly	

likes	things	too	fast.	But	I	liked	it	first.	I	would	say	it	was	expressive.	It’s	

the	main	thing	that	comes	through	with	that	review.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	that	the	conductor	was	

coming	from?	

Harry	Christophers	 No,	because	I	still	feel	that	this	is	a	choir	that	know	what	they’re	singing	

about	and	they’re	doing	the	work.	

Interviewer	 When	you	say	know	what	they’re	singing	about,	do	you	mean	just	in	the	

way	they	sing	it	or	they	know	the	text?	

Harry	Christophers	 They	know	the	text.	They	know	the	piece	and	they	know	how	to	sing	it.	I	

get	the	feeling	this	is	what	they’ve	always	done,	and	that	it’s	more	RR	

Terry	speaking	to	us	than	Lancelot.	I	hear	this	guy	(Lancelot	Long)	wasn’t	

there	very	long,	so	this	must	be	just	after	Terry.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	elements	you	admire	in	the	performance?	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes,	that	fullness	of	sound.	They’re	disregarding	the	booming	basses,	but	

there	was	a	real	sense	of	tone	happening	there	and	good,	alarming	

dynamics.	Alarming	in	the	sense	that	they	hit	you	in	the	face	and	make	

you	sit	up	and	listen.	That’s	good	as	long	as	it’s	in	context,	and	it	was	in	

context	with	the	pieces	they’re	performing.	

Interviewer	 So	I’ve	got	one	more	recording.	York	Minster	doing	Byrd’s	This	Day	Christ	

Was	Born,	and	this	is	a	recording	from	1927.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 What’s	your	first	reaction	to	that?	

Harry	Christophers	 Wow!	I	got	a	feeling	that	Jesus	was	born	on	Boxing	Day	with	that	tempo!	

It	really	is	old	fashioned.	Actually,	that	may	come	down	to	a	thing	about	

Bairstow,	very	much	Romantic	music,	carrying	on	from	what	we	were	

talking	about	earlier	of	Brahms	and	Bruckner.	You’re	looking	at	this	

music	and	this	is	just	something	that’s	very	tame.	It’s	so	slow.	It	has	no	

style	to	it	whatsoever.	In	The	English	Singers	there	was	a	sense	of	

actually	knowing	what	style	was	about,	that	definitely	isn’t	here.	It’s	not	

bar	line;	they’re	beat	led.	Every	single	beat	thumped.	Interminable,	

horrible,	and	just	loud,	no	finesse	at	all.	

Interviewer	 Anything	you’d	add	if	that	was	a	performance	today?	

Harry	Christophers	 I	would	shoot	the	lot	of	them!	I	don’t	know	what	inspiration	they	used.	
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It’s	terrible,	awful.	I	would	hate	to	hear	it	today.	

Interviewer	 So	putting	yourself	in	Bairstow’s	head,	what	do	you	think	he	was	trying	to	

aim	for	in	terms	of	aesthetic	value?	

Harry	Christophers	 I’ve	absolutely	no	idea,	because	I	don’t	think	he’s	got	a	clue	about	this	

music.	He	was	a	good	composer	in	his	own	right	but	very	much	in	the	

Victorian	age	where	things	were	ponderous.	I	can	imagine	the	singing	as	

ponderous,	I	can	imagine	him	performing	Handel’s	Messiah	at	Christmas	

being	ponderous,	numerous	cuts	so	that	it	would	last	three	hours.	It’s	a	

bit	like	hearing	a	performance	of	the	Messiah	by	a	modern	orchestra,	

conducted	by	somebody	who’s	steeped	in	Elgar	or	Vaughan	Williams,	as	

opposed	to	hearing	the	Baroque	Messiah	today.	The	English	Singers	

clearly	knew	something	about	style	as	opposed	to	somebody	who	

doesn’t	know	anything	about	the	style.	Maybe	he	was	not	willing	to	

listen	to	the	likes	of	Fellowes	and	see	what	was	going	on	in	other	places.	

It	was	quite	clear	there	were	decent	interpretations	happening.	I	don’t	

care	if	someone	said	maybe	that’s	slow	because	it’s	in	a	cathedral.	Not	

York	Minster,	you	can	do	amazing	things	there,	so	it’s	nothing	to	do	with	

the	building.	It’s	ponderous	and	boring.	

Interviewer	 It’s	ponderous	just	because	Bairstow	wanted	it	that	way?	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes,	I	think	so.	He	didn’t	understand.	But,	to	be	fair	to	all	these	people	

like	Bairstow	in	the	cathedral,	he’s	supposed	to	be	a	jack-of-all-trades,	

and	I	suspect	he	was	terribly	good	at	doing	late	eighteenth,	nineteenth	

century	and	twentieth	century	music,	and	didn’t	really	have	a	clue	how	

the	older	music	worked.	I	was	brought	up	to	imagine	that	people	who	

performed	Renaissance	music	had	very	dull,	turgid	tempos,	to	me.	

Interviewer	 Well,	how	about	a	review	of	a	live	performance	that	they	were	giving.	

And	it	says:	

Byrd’s	‘Great	Service’	has	lately	been	sung	twice	at	York	Minster	

–	an	ideal	building	for	such	music.	The	performance,	under	Dr.	

Bairstow,	was	notable	for	its	rhythmic	life	and	its	expressive	–	

even	dramatic	–	quality.	

Harry	Christophers	 Is	it	just	the	reviewer	has	got	cloth	ears?	It	might	have	been	a	brilliant	

performance	in	the	Great	Service.	

Interviewer	 So	the	idea	of	having	a	dramatic	quality	–	is	that	something	you	want	

people	to	see	in	your	own	performances?	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes,	very	much	so.	If	the	music	is	tame	and	insignificant	then	you	have	to	
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put	drama	into	it.	Drama	doesn’t	necessarily	mean	it	has	to	be	full	of	

dramatic	gestures,	I	think.	Lamentations	can	be	just	tear-jerking	

embellishment.	I	feel	very	much	that	with	the	music	that	we	do,	I	should	

be	testing	people’s	emotions	and	working	at	them.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	want	to	listen	to	any	more	of	that?	

Harry	Christophers	 No,	definitely	not!	

Interviewer	 Knowing	that	audiences	at	that	time	felt	performances	like	this	were	

dramatic	and	had	rhythmic	life,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	

this	recording?	

Harry	Christophers	 Mind	you,	that	was	just	one	critic	saying	that.	Maybe	it	was	what	

everybody	was	used	to?	I	mean,	maybe	they’re	used	to	even	more	turgid	

performances	than	that!	We	don’t	know.	The	thing	that	I	do	know	for	a	

fact	is	that,	having	been	brought	up	on	something	similar	(in	style),	not	

so	much	at	Canterbury	but	I	remember	at	school,	first	of	all	they	seemed	

really	hard	to	sing,	so	they	weren’t	rewarding.	So	one’s	attitude	to	them	

very	much	stems	from	the	fact	that	you	weren’t	enjoying	singing	these	

pieces,	because	people	didn’t	know	the	style,	and	they	thought	“old”	has	

got	to	be	slow,	it’s	got	to	be	ponderous.	It	doesn’t	have	to	be.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	in	light	of	that	quote?	

Harry	Christophers	 No.	If	he’s	talking	about	that	piece,	then	it’s	wrong!		

Interviewers	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	that?	

Harry	Christophers	 Not	at	all,	none!	

Interviewer	 Okay,	that’s	fine.	So	that	was	the	last	of	the	recordings,	and	I	just	have	

these	more	general	concluding	questions.	So	do	you	think	the	performing	

style	for	Tudor	choral	music	has	changed	over	the	century?	

Harry	Christophers	 Of	course	it	has,	in	a	big	way.	And	so	much	has	changed	over	the	last	20,	

30	years.	It’s	been	hand-in-glove	with	a	massive	amount	of	academia.	All	

the	academia	is	good.	As	a	musician,	as	a	performer,	we	have	to	take	a	

lot	of	academia	with	a	pinch	of	salt,	and	one	doesn’t	want	to	get	bogged	

down	in	it.	But	you’d	certainly	be	aware	of	it,	that	there	have	been	

massive	changes.	Principally,	just	in	the	fact	that	there	is	so	much	of	this	

music	being	performed	today,	certainly	being	performed	in	different	

ways,	which	makes	it	incredibly	exciting.	

Interviewer	 Have	you	noticed	differences	over	time	in	your	own	approach	to	Tudor	

choral	music?	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes,	I	have.	The	voices	in	the	group	have	changed.	When	I	started	it	was	
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very	much	this	sort	of	cavalier	approach	to	Tudor	music.	It	was	done	

because	we	simply	enjoyed	doing	it	and	it	was	great	to	do.	The	whole	

thing	about	singing	is	it’s	a	great	social	thing.	We	got	together	because	

we	enjoyed	singing	the	stuff.	My	first	recording	of	music	for	The	Eton	

Choirbook	we	did	in	six	hours.	Never	in	a	month	of	Sundays	would	I	do	

that	today!	We	edited	the	music	in	the	car	on	the	way	up	‘cause	we	left	

one	piece	at	home.	These	days,	because	I	do	a	lot	of	Palestrina	and	

Victoria,	you	have	the	same	trademark	as	to	those	types	of	things.	But	I	

do	try	to	be	conscious	of	trying	to	vary	it	to	make	sure	that	one	

Palestrina	doesn’t	sound	exactly	like	the	next.	I’m	very	conscious	about	

certain	trademarks	that	are	always	there.	But	my	own	interpretation,	

yes,	it	has	changed	a	lot.	My	whole	attitude	to	program	planning	has	also	

changed.	That’s	also	grown	out	of	doing	a	lot	more	Baroque	music	and	

further	on,	and	then	coming	back.	Seeing	the	way	music	progressed	a	

little	bit	more	from	that.	Plainsong	through	to	the	very	growths	of	the	

Renaissance	through	to	the	imitations	of	acting	in	Baroque	times,	harking	

back	to	these	basics.	Likewise,	going	on	to	Brahms,	Bruckner,	again	

harking	back	to	Renaissance,	all	these	links.	That’s	been	fascinating,	so	

that’s	also	tweaked	a	few	things.	

Interviewer	 So	it’s	sort	of	like	you’ve	got	more	of	a	historical	perspective	from	doing	

all	these	pieces?	

Harry	Christophers	 Yes,	although	I	try	not	to	get	bogged	down	in	history	too	much,	

particularly	not	in	the	Renaissance.	The	format	of	The	Sixteen	is	such	that	

it	is	a	small	chamber	choir,	six	ups,	four	in	each	of	the	others.	So	they	

don’t	do	things	single	voice.	If	I	was	an	academic,	I	would	say,	“Yes,	gosh,	

most	of	the	Byrd	we	do	should	be	performed	one	to	a	part.”	That’s	not	

our	makeup.	I’m	absolutely	fine	with	people	doing	that	but	it’s	just	not	

us.	We’ll	do	it	with	a	choir.	 	

Interviewer	 Do	you	think	the	expectations	of	listeners	and	reviewers,	when	it	comes	

to	this	Tudor	choral	music,	do	you	think	that’s	changed	over	the	century?	

Harry	Christophers	 Oh,	yes.	It’s	had	a	massive	change	but	the	big	change	is	the	rise	of	the	

recording	industry.	Basically,	you	had	Harry	Mudd	who	used	to	record	all	

the	college	choirs	and	then	all	the	cathedral	choirs.	They	were	fine	

recordings,	but	recorded	sound	has	got	so	much	better.	With	the	advent	

of	the	commercial	record	company,	Hyperion	Records	just	began	to	

really	delve	into	all	these	unknown	composers,	and	that’s	amazing.	Six	
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volumes	of	Taverner,	four	of	Sheppard,	one	of	Mundy,	all	sorts	of	things.	

Then	the	advent	of	the	CD	had	an	incredible	impact	on	unearthing	all	

these	phenomenal	Renaissance	works.	Who’d	ever	heard	of	composers	

like	Guerrero,	Esquivel?	They	were	in	textbooks,	but	they	weren’t	

household	names	in	England.	There’s	been	a	great	web	of	people,	David	

Wulstan’s	work	on	Sheppard,	David	Skinner	on	people	like	Ludford.	It’s	

been	a	mammoth	amount	of	work,	and	great	for	us	because	it’s	allowed	

for	so	many	different	sized	groups	to	get	into	this	music.	We	(The	

Sixteen)	recorded	over	a	hundred	CDs,	I	think,	something	mammoth.	But	

the	way	you	get	this	music	to	a	wider	public	is	by	performing	it,	and	

that’s	one	thing	The	Sixteen	has	done.	There	would	be	about	50,000	

people	who	listened	to	our	Josquin	Masses	in	the	past	year.	That’s	just	

brilliant.	That’s	about	20,000	listening	to	the	program	this	year.	That’s	

amazing,	and	I	bet	your	bottom	dollar	75%	of	those	people	didn’t	know	

anything	about	this	music	or	knew	very	little,	and	certainly	had	never	

heard	of	any	of	the	composers.	So	that’s	for	me	what’s	so	exciting,	that’s	

what	it’s	all	about.	

Interviewer	 That	you’re	able	to	reach	more	listeners	or	that	there’d	be	listeners	who	

are	educated	‘cause	they’ve	heard	a	recording?	

Harry	Christophers	 No,	I	think	it’s	reaching	all	listeners.	Our	television	series	with	the	BBC	

did	it	faster,	to	people	who	didn’t	know	a	thing	about	this	type	of	music.	

By	just	listening	to	us,	taking	a	piece	apart	a	bit,	putting	it	together	in	a	

very	simple	way,	not	excessively	high-brow	though	not	dumbing	down.	

One	thing	that’s	very	important	is	the	fact	that	we	know	this	music	is	

good,	so	we	perform	it	well.	The	listeners	will	come	‘cause	they	know	it’s	

something	good	to	hear.	

Interviewer	 What	role	do	you	feel	choirs,	such	as	the	ones	we’ve	heard	today	in	the	

first	part	of	the	twentieth	century	–	what	role	do	you	feel	they	have	

played	in	the	development	of	the	performing	style	of	Tudor	choral	music?	

Harry	Christophers	 Well,	it’s	difficult	to	say	because	one	can	really	only	talk	about	that	in	

one’s	own	era,	so	that’s	quite	hard	for	me	to	just	talk	about.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	listen	to	them	and	think,	“Oh,	no.	I	can	see	how	that	relates	to	

what	I	do,”	or	do	you	think,	“No,	that’s	a	tangent.	That’s	obviously	just	

something	completely	different”?	

Harry	Christophers	 The	thing	is	it	clearly	had	an	influence	on	somebody	to	then	influence	

somebody	else.	So	that’s	what	is	going.	Some	of	those	recordings,	they	
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may	well	have	had	a	negative	influence	on	somebody,	put	off	by	what	

that	music	sounds	like.	It’s	very	turgid.	So,	yes,	I	suspect	it	did.	Sadly	

there	were	major	things	that	happened	between	that	recording	and	

when	things	got	going	again.	A	small	thing	like	a	big	war.	I	would	think	

it’s	more	the	actual	academic	work	of	Terry	and	Fellowes	that	have	had	

the	impact,	not	this.	It’s	very	difficult	to	say.	It’s	almost	an	impossible	

question	to	answer	really.	But	certainly,	post	war,	with	the	advent	of	the	

likes	of	Henry	Washington	and	some	things	that	happened	in	the	‘60s	

and	‘70s:	that	had	a	big	impact.	With	recent	times,	the	whole	thing’s	

snowballed	really.	I	think	that’s	an	incredible	thing	because	certainly,	

when	I	started,	I	had	no	idea	really	just	how	much	this	music	would	stick.	

It’s	gone	quite	berserk	really.	The	fact	that	you	are	doing	a	PhD	on	

something	like	this	in	Australia,	it’s	great.	It’s	just	spreading	worldwide!	

Interviewer	 Oh,	it’s	everywhere.	So	I	have	a	final	quote,	and	this	is	actually	from	an	

academic.	He	was	talking	about	recordings	of	medieval	choral	music,	so	

slightly	an	early	period	repertoire.	But	he	said:	

...it	is	tempting	to	go	on	to	say	that	the	ensemble	singing	in	these	

recordings,	whether	from	the	1930s	or	the	1950s,	is	so	execrable	

in	imprecision	of	pitch	and	timing	that	it	is	hardly	surprising	that	

unaccompanied	performance	was	not	taken	seriously	as	a	

general	medieval	practice…	

And	I	want	to	know,	do	you	think	comments	like	that,	they’re	

“…execrable	in	precision	of	pitch	and	timing…”,	could	that	be	said	about	

the	recordings	you’ve	heard	today	and	the	performances	of	this	Tudor	

repertoire?	

Harry	Christophers	 Well,	yes.	I	mean,	would	you	listen	to	that?	No,	because	the	first	Ave	

Verum	is	not	in	tune,	the	Westminster	Cathedral	one	has	this	horrible,	

booming	bass	note	scooping	up	on	every	note,	the	Bairstow	was	just	

turgid	and	boring,	loud,	insensitive.	Yes,	you	could	use	that	[the	quote]	

and	for	people	hearing	that	today	they	could	be	turned	off.	It	still	is	

music.	I	didn’t	even	know	those	existed.	We’ve	come	on	a	long	way,	and	

the	main	thing	is	that	this	music	was	being	performed.	That’s	the	crucial	

thing	really.	The	fact	it	was	being	performed	and,	by	The	English	Singers,	

to	a	degree	of	love.	I	think	that’s	the	thing	there.	I	wasn’t	so	aware	of	it	

in	the	Ave	Verum,	but	certainly	I	was	aware	of	it	in	This	Day	Christ	Was	

Born.	There	wasn’t	a	love	of	singing	by	York	Minster.	If	people	are	
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honestly	giving	to	themselves	and	this	music,	it	comes	across.	Then	that’s	

worthwhile,	I	think.	

Interviewer	 So,	yes	or	no?	You	agree	with	that	academic’s	view	of	these	recordings?	

Harry	Christophers	 They’re	archive	recordings.	

Interviewer	 But	are	they	archive	recordings	that	are	not	worth	anyone	ever	listening	

to?	

Harry	Christophers	 Only	if	you	take	a	PhD!	No.	I	wouldn’t	be	listening	to	them	as	a	student	

to	look	at	ideas	on	how	I	should	interpret	this	music	or	be	listening	to	

them	as	a	sample	of	how	to	blend.	The	precision	of	pitch	and	time	is	

pretty	poor.		

Interviewer	 Okay,	that’s	an	interesting	response.	Last	two	questions.	The	repertoire	–	

you’ve	heard	today;	the	Byrd	Ave	Verum,	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born.	Do	

you	consider	that	repertoire	to	be	part	of	early	music?	

Harry	Christophers	 It	is,	certainly.	What’s	early	music?	Early	music	is	anything	before	what?	

It’s	early	music,	of	an	earlier	age.	I	class	it	as	Renaissance	music,	but	

that’s	because	we	compartmentalise	music	into	eras.	Is	it	early	music	in	

the	sense	that	early	means	it’s	got	to	sound	old?	No,	‘cause	This	Day	

Christ	Was	Born	sounds	new.	So	I	really	don’t	know	what	you’re	asking	

again.	If	we	class	things	as	early	music,	yes,	that’s	early	music.	For	an	

Early	Music	Festival,	that	would	be	included	in	there.	

Interviewer	 It’s	an	awkward	question,	but	I	have	to	ask	you.	And	then	the	last	one	is	

probably	even	more	awkward	because	it	is:	These	choirs	and	these	

recordings	from	the	1920s,	do	you	feel	they	have	a	role	in	the	

development	of	early	music?	

Harry	Christophers	 I	have	no	idea.	They’re	fascinating.	In	that	sense,	they	have	an	interest	

value,	what	happens	between	the	ages.	The	whole	twentieth	century	has	

been	an	incredible	age	of	transition.		

Interviewer	 So	it’s	whether	you	think	they	were	part	of	that	transitioning	process	

when	they	were	sort	of	forwarding	the	movement	towards…	

Harry	Christophers	 As	I	said	before,	I	think	it’s	much	more	to	do	with	the	people	who	are	

editing	the	music.	I	think	Terry	and	Fellowes,	they	were	pioneers	in	

furthering	great	interest	in	and	performance	of	early	music	in	this	

repertoire.	I	suppose	what	would	be	more	fascinating	is	if	there	hadn’t	

been	a	war	what	would	have	happened?	How	much	more	of	an	impact	

would	these	people,	The	English	Singers	and	Westminster	Cathedral,	

have	had?	So	much	of	music	and	development	has	to	do	with	pioneering	
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individuals,	like	Terry.	

Interviewer	 We	did	hear	him	before.	It	was	conducted	by	Lancelot	Long	but	we	were	

really	hearing	his	sound.	

Harry	Christophers	 We’re	hearing	the	sound	that	is	a	very	Catholic	sound.	It’s	one	of	these	

things	that	I’ve	no	idea	why,	but	that	is	always	different.	I	can’t	put	my	

finger	on	why	it	has	always	been	different	and	always	will	be	different.	I	

don’t	know	what	it	is.	I’ve	asked	numerous	people	‘cause	I’d	love	to	

know	whether	it	is	a	Catholic	sound.	There	aren’t	any	church	or	cathedral	

choirs	in	Spain	or	Portugal	any	more,	obviously.	So	what	is	this	Catholic	

sound?	We	don’t	hear	it	abroad.	It	is	there,	but	what	is	it?	Is	it	more	

freedom,	in	the	same	way	that	Catholic	services	are	more	Vatican	II,	

people	walk	in	and	out	willy	nilly,	whereas	it’s	all	much	more	structured	

in	the	Anglican	Church	where	you’re	not	allowed	to	sneeze	without	being	

frowned	upon?	I	don’t	know	what	the	difference	is.	But	suddenly,	you	

get	Westminster	Cathedral	and	people	like	Steven	Cleobury,	who	then	go	

on	to	King’s	Cambridge	and	produce	a	completely	different	sound.	

Christopher	Robinson	said	something	years	ago:	“It’s	in	the	stone.”	The	

sound	is	in	the	building.	It’s	a	gutsy	sound,	gutsy	in	1927,	gutsy	in	the	

1950s	and	early	‘60s	under	George	Malcolm.	That	was	its	heyday,	and	

now	much	more	refined	but	brilliant	under	Martin	Baker.	

Interviewer	 Well,	that	was	my	last	question.	Thank	you	so	much	for	some	very	

interesting	responses.	
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APPENDIX	K:	INTERVIEW	WITH	ROBERT	HOLLINGWORTH	

INTERV IEW	CONDUCTED 	BY 	EVA-MARIE 	MIDDLETON	8TH 	 JUNE 	2013 	

Interviewer	 Could	you	please	tell	me	how	you	first	came	to	be	involved	in	choral	

music?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 We	moved	from	Surrey	to	Hereford	when	I	was	six.	I	have	two	

brothers.	I'm	the	middle	of	three	boys.	My	elder	brother	joined	the	

Hereford	Cathedral	Choir	when	he	was	nine	or	so.	I	followed	when	I	

was	nine	and	my	younger	brother	as	well,	so	all	three.	But	my	

mother	was	a	musician,	a	music	teacher,	and	so	there	was	music	in	

the	home.	Violin	for	me,	really.	I	think	that’s	all	I	remember	doing	

before	I	was	nine.	

Interviewer	 From	singing	in	choirs,	how	did	you	move	into	directing	the	choirs?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 I	left	the	choir	when	I	was	14,	when	my	voice	broke.	By	the	time	I	

was	16	I	was	back	in	it	singing	as	a	bass	at	weekends,	and	at	the	

same	time	I	set	up	my	own	four-part	group,	very	much	inspired	by	

the	King’s	Singers,	as	most	people	in	my	generation	were.	It	was	

always	the	one-to-a-part	that	got	me.	It	was	the	idea	that	you	could	

be	part	of	a	moving	machine,	a	cog	in	a	machine,	like	some	sort	of	

Heath	Robinson	invention,	but	you	could	still	express	your	own	line.	

So	it	was	all	about	the	teamwork,	but	individuality	as	well,	and	that	

remains	my	major	excitement	today.	I’m	fundamentally	interested	

in	polyphony.	I’m	less	interested	in	homophony.	I	mean,	I	like	a	bit	

of	Handel,	but	I	prefer	the	Fugues.	I	like	the	way	that	one	part	

affects	another	and	is	affected	by	another.	I	find	the	

interdependence	of	polyphony,	the	expressiveness	of	polyphony,	

very	interesting	and	very	emotional.	

Interviewer	 So	is	it	really	a	learn-on-the-job	style	of	directing?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 When	I	set	up	my	first	group	I	was	16.	It	was	a	quartet.	All	the	

singers	were	pretty	bright.	I	didn’t	have	to	be	“I	feel	we	should	do	it	

like	this”	so	much.	We	all	knew	how	it	needed	to	go,	but	there	were	

clearly	things	that	I	wanted	to	do.	I	was	always	very	interested	in	

text.	I	was	interested	in	the	meaning	and	I	would	venture	to	suggest	

that	that	is	not	a	very	English	trait,	despite	how	much	people	tell	



	404	

you	it	is	and	despite	how	much	our	directors	tell	you	that	it	all	

comes	from	the	text.	I	would	say	that	a	fundamental	characteristic	

of	the	English	choral	tradition	is	that	it’s	as	much	about	the	noise	of	

the	music	as	the	music	itself.	Thomas	Beecham	had	that	phrase	

“The	English	don’t	like	music,	just	the	noise	it	makes.”	Maybe	that’s	

actually	less	true	of	cathedral	choirs.	It	is,	I	think,	true	of	the	

specialist	choirs	working	in	certainly	Renaissance	polyphony	now,	

but	I	was	always	interested	in	the	emotion	generated	from	the	text.	

Interviewer	 When	was	your	introduction	to	early	choral	music,	specifically	Tudor	

music?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Well,	I	would’ve	been	singing	Tudor	music	from	the	age	of	nine	in	

Hereford	Cathedral	Choir.	It	wasn’t	done	well.	Everything	was	done	

very	slowly.	The	director	was	more	a	nineteenth	century	man,	a	

good	musician,	but	didn’t	really	get	Tudor	polyphony.	I	started	

hearing	recordings	when	I	was	15	or	so,	maybe	earlier,	possibly	

through	listening	to	the	King’s	Singers.	See,	my	introduction	to	early	

music	–	I	had	a	back	door	in	it	through	the	recordings	of	David	

Munrow.	I	have	clear	memories	in	the	first	year	sixth,	so	that’s	

when	I	was	16	again,	of	listening	to	his	recordings	of	instrumental	

music	and	playing	in	a	school	early	music	group,	run	by	the	Latin	

master,	and	finding	it	very,	very	exciting	rhythmically.	The	timbre	of	

the	early	reed	instruments	that	we	played,	crumhorns	and	

cornamuses,	and	within	that	group	there	were	some	singers,	so	we	

would	sometimes	do	some	(vocal	music).	But	all	the	music	of	that	

period	is	vocal.	Sometimes	we’d	stick	singers	on	it	mixed	with	the	

instruments,	so	there	was	that	and	there	was	the	background	of	the	

church	music	and	I	was	doing	a	lot	of	early	sixteenth	century	pieces	

with	the	school	early	music	group.	I	knew	about	composers	like	

Monteverdi.	When	I	was	ten	I	sang	in	my	first	Monteverdi	Vespers,	

and	so	I	suppose	it	was	natural	that	I	would	get	interested	in	what	I	

do	mostly	now,	which	is	the	Italian	madrigal	repertoire,	but	I	didn’t	

do	much	of	it	then.	I	did	put	on	my	first	Monteverdi	concert	when	I	

was	17	or	18	and	actually	there	was	something	purely	about	the	

sound:	I	could	tell	it	was	very	emotionally	powerful,	but	it	was	the	

timbre.	It	was	the	way	Monteverdi	lays	voices	out	that	I	thought	

was	amazing.	The	extraordinary	thing	is	now,	30	years	later,	we	
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thought	before	that	there	was	Monteverdi	and	there	was	everyone	

else,	and	now	all	this	research	has	been	done	into	all	his	

contemporaries,	and	I	think	he’s	even	further	away	from	them	than	

he	was	back	then	because	emotionally	and	psychologically,	it’s	so	

much	more	powerful	than	nearly	anything	else	that	was	written	at	

the	time.	

Interviewer	 Can	you	identify	any	specific	influences	on	your	approach	in	directing	

this	early	music?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 My	father,	I	think.	It’s	taken	me	a	long	time	to	realize	that,	but	my	

father	was	quite	a	showman.	He’s	an	accountant.	That’s	what	he	

does.	You’d	think	of	Monty	Python	accountants,	they’re	all	very	dull	

people.	I	recently	sang	some	Flanders	and	Swann	in	a	village	hall	

with	my	father.	He	has	no	professional	aspirations	at	all,	and	he	just	

loves	Flanders	and	Swann,	the	Goon	Shows,	that	kind	of	thing,	so	

1950s	and	‘60s	humour	was	a	very	strong	influence	in	what	I	like	

doing.	That	clearly	doesn’t	relate	to	Tudor	polyphony,	but	it	does	

relate	into	the	sort	of	work	that	I	Fagiolini	mostly	does,	which	can	

sometimes	have	some	humorous	side	to	it,	as	do	madrigal	

comedies,	that	kind	of	thing.	So	my	father	was,	I	think,	quite	a	

showman,	and	he	sang	me	off	the	stage	at	this	recent	thing.	King’s	

Singers	certainly,	the	neatness,	the	tidiness	of	it,	the	ease	of	it,	and	

David	Munrow,	and	groups	like	The	Taverner	Consort	and	Players.	

That	was	my	first	Monteverdi	disc,	when	I	was	16	or	17,	which	I	still	

listen	to.	So	they	would	be	the	first	ones,	I	think.	

Interviewer	 So,	really,	that	idea	of	independent	ensembles	and	showmanship	as	

opposed	to	a	cathedral	tradition.	

Robert	Hollingworth	 I	don’t	know	because	I’m	inescapably	a	child	of	the	cathedral	

tradition.	I	sang	there	for	five	years.	The	things	I	used	to	like	were	

nineteenth	century	music,	the	Wesley,	the	loud	pieces	with	organs,	

Gray	in	F-minor,	Stanford.	I	had	no	good	memories	of	singing	Tudor	

music	at	all	because	it	was	poor.	Then	I	developed	my	interest	in	

that	music	and	then	I	went	to	New	College	Oxford	and	I	remember	

the	first	time	we	sang	a	piece	of	Tudor	music	at	Oxford,	and	it	

danced,	and	I	was	incredibly	excited.	It	wasn’t	as	if	it	was	something	

I	hadn’t	heard	before.	It	was,	if	you	like,	the	school	music	group	and	

the	cathedral	group	coming	together,	and	it	started	to	make	sense.	
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Interviewer	 I’ve	got	a	few	questions	in	this	interview	about	aesthetic	concerns.	

So,	for	the	course	of	this	study,	what	I	mean	is	that,	if	you	think	of	a	

performance	of	choral	music	being	made	up	of	blend,	tuning,	the	

vertical	versus	the	horizontal	of	the	text,	the	emotion,	any	ethereal	

quality,	which	elements	are	at	the	forefront	of	your	mind	when	

you’re	preparing	a	performance?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 All	of	them.	The	ones	I	would	concentrate	on	more,	in	general,	

because	singers	tend	to	think	about	it	less,	are	the	emotion	in	the	

sound,	putting	their	feelings	about	the	text	and	the	music	into	the	

sound,	and	not	just	assuming	that	the	music	will	do	the	work	for	

them.	I	think	singers	can	be	quite	lazy	if	you	let	them,	and	insisting	

on	really	expressive	lines,	trying	to	make	sure	that	one	line	has	a	

beginning,	a	middle	and	end,	a	real	journey,	and	then	on	that	line,	

it’s	affected	by	the	other	lines.	It’s	back	to	the	interdependence	of	

the	lines,	but	then	we	spend	half	our	time	on	language	and	the	

subtleties	of	French	and	Italian	and	German,	that	kind	of	thing.	

Interviewer	 A	similar	question	phrased	in	a	different	way,	if	someone	was	to	

come	to	one	of	your	concerts	and	give	you	a	review,	what’s	the	

highest	praise	they	could	give	you?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 That	they	had	been	entertained,	because	we	are	in	the	

entertainment	business.	You	may	not	like	it.	Entertainment	may	be	

a	dirty	word	and	I	think	a	lot	of	my	colleagues	would	expect	me	to	

say	that,	but	the	point	is	people	are	paying	£30	for	a	ticket.	If	they	

did,	why	should	they	leave	the	comfort	of	their	own	homes	to	have	

something	they	can	hear	on	a	CD?	Again,	you	see,	we’re	outside	the	

world	of	Tudor	polyphony	here.	We’re	talking	about	the	world	of	

music,	of	vocal	performance	generally.	I	think	they	should	be	

moved.	By	entertainment	I	mean	they	should	get	something	that	

they	can’t	get	sitting	at	home,	so	they	should	be	moved.	They	

should	feel	a	range	of	emotions,	and	they	should	come	away	having	

some	sort	of	response	to	the	music.	

Interviewer	 I’m	going	to	move	now	onto	these	period	recordings.	Do	you	have	

any	preconceptions	when	I	say	early	recordings?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yes,	I’m	assuming	that	you	can’t	go	back	before	about	1920	or	so.	In	

fact,	I	think	one	of	your	recordings	is	just	before	that,	isn’t	it?	I	can’t	

remember.	
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Interviewer	 The	earliest	recording	I’ve	got	is	1924,	but	you	can.	There	are	

recordings	back	to	the	1890s.	Not	of	choirs	though.	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Oh	no.	Starting	preconceptions:	I	would	expect	to	hear	more	

portamento,	and	indeed	I	have.	I	know	John	Potter’s	very	

interesting	on	this,	but	I’ll	let	him	talk	to	you	about	that.	I’m	

assuming	that	there	would	be	no	or	considerably	less	worry	about	

the	sound,	and	more	letting	the	singers	get	on	and	do	what	they	do,	

and	that	possibly	comes	from	a	different	aesthetic.	Where	they	are	

different,	it’s	not	exactly	emotion,	but	almost	the	effort	you	put	into	

the	sound	seems	to	be	more	important.	The	energy	you	put	into	the	

sound	seems	to	be	important.	I	think	there’s	less	interest	in	how	

one	line	affects	another.	I	think	there’s	less.	We’re	building	up	a	

texture	here	from	four	or	five	different	lines	and	one	feeds	into	

another.	There’s	certainly	no	listening	for	dissonance	on	any	level	at	

all	and	of	course	that’s	a	major	expressive	device	in	this	music.	

Interviewer	 So	you’re	expecting	more	of	that	vertical,	concentrating	on	how	they	

work	together	as	one	as	opposed	to	the	individual	artist?		

Robert	Hollingworth	 No,	I	mean	my	experience	of	hearing	these	recordings	is	that	there	

is	less	care	in	the	lines	working	expressively	together.	They	simply	

sing	their	own	parts.	

Interviewer	 You	said	you’ve	listened	to	these	recordings.	Had	you	listened	to	

anything	else	from	the	first	half	of	the	twentieth	century	before?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yes,	I’ve	heard	those	extraordinary	George	Malcolm	recordings,	

which	really	are	extraordinary.	And	the	first	thing	you	have	to	turn	

your	mind	off	to	is	the	textual	pronunciation	in	English	because	it	

seems	very	effete	and	of	its	period,	as	ours	is	now,	no	doubt,	as	

well.	

Interviewer	 Well,	as	I	say,	I’ve	got	four	recordings.	Feel	free	that	you	can	stop	me	

if	you’ve	had	enough.	You	can	ask	to	hear	it	again.	You	can	stop	

anytime	during	the	questions	and	ask	to	listen	again,	whatever	you	

want.	The	first	one	is	Byrd’s	Ave	Verum	Corpus	recorded	in	1924	by	

The	English	Singers.	Are	you	familiar	with	The	English	Singers?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Never	heard	of	them.	

Interviewer	 Okay,	so	they	were	a	one-per-part	ensemble.	They	used	a	female	

soprano	and	men	on	the	other	parts.	They	toured	internationally	

around	Europe.	They	went	to	America.	They	made	lots	of	recordings.	
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They	really	are	this	type	of	professional	one-per-part	group.		
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Interviewer	 So	what’s	your	first	reaction	to	that	recording?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Awful	lots	of	them	and	some	of	them	are	very	specific.	What	I	love	

about	it	is	the	music	doesn’t	seem	to	suffer	just	because	they’re	

using	a	lot	of	vibrato,	or	having	said	that,	a	lot	of	it	is	very	straight	

singing.	It’s	still	a	very	recognizable	piece.	The	rubato	they	used,	the	

rhythmic	pushing	forward	and	giving	back,	is	within	a	stylistic	frame	

that	works.	It’s	still	pulling	at	a	tempo,	as	opposed	to	changing	it	so	

much	that	they’ve	actually	broken	the	tempo	and	you	can’t	

therefore	relate	one	section	to	another.	It	keeps	you	listening.	

There’s	a	lot	of	personal	intensity	in	the	sound	that’s	not	just	there,	

because	you	could	use	vibrato	in	a	very	boring	way.	It’s	quite	an	

emotional	performance,	but	it	depends	really.	You	can	say	no,	

they’re	using	vibrato,	but	it’s	still	a	dull	performance.	The	basics	of	

their	expression	are	so	far	from	where	we	are	now,	it’s	like	

comparing	a	ship	and	skis	as	a	way	to	get	around.	I	can	see	why	you	

would	ask	some	specialists	to	listen	to	that.	Just	listen	to	the	voice,	

one	uses	a	bit	more	vibrato.	There’s	a	lot	of	specifics	in	there,	it’s	

obvious	to	you	and	me,	I’m	sure	most	people	listening	to	it.	It’s	the	

specifics.	It’s	the	portamento.	It’s	the	pulling	around.	It’s	the	slightly	

dodgy	tuning.	It’s	the	not	holding	notes	in	a	suspension	straight	so	

that	you	can	use	the	dissonance.	That	doesn’t	seem	to	matter	to	

them,	but	there	does	seem	to	be	an	awful	lot	of	personal	integrity	in	

it.	Despite	the	hiss,	their	own	lines	are	crucial	and	I	think	certainly	in	

the	choral	tradition,	when	you’re	singing	two	or	three-to-a-part,	it’s	

harder	to	shape	your	own	line.	You’re	much	more	at	the	whim	of	

the	conductor.	You’re	back	to	one-to-a-part	where	you	can	really	

give	to	the	line	and	it	affects	the	others.	

Interviewer	 If	that	was	a	performance	given	today,	is	there	anything	else	you’d	

say	in	assessing	it?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 I’d	say	it’s	a	very	confident	performance.	They’re	very	confident	in	

themselves	and	the	way	they	sing,	and	you	pick	them	up	on	tuning.	

They’re	missing	the	expressive	power	of	the	dissonance	is	the	one	

thing	I’d	put	to	them,	and	then	there	are	the	tuning	issues,	which	

you	can	pick	up	on,	but	the	one	thing	I’d	say	they	missed	in	there,	
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one	thing	they	didn’t	have	in	that	performance	would	be	

understanding	the	expressive	power	of	dissonance.	

Interviewer	 Now,	they	didn’t	actually	have	a	conductor	that	I	can	find,	but	if	we	

could	think	of	an	imaginary	conductor	and	you	put	yourself	into	his	

head,	what	aesthetic	values	do	you	think	he	was	trying	to	get	in	that	

performance?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 It’s	the	things	we	just	talked	about.	It’s	the	individual	conviction	

through	the	words.	Another	terribly	fair	thing	is	individually	good	

technical	singing,	so	notes	are	supported.	A	common	thing	you	find	

in	English	groups	now	doing	this	repertoire,	is	sacrificing	your	own	

voice	to	the	ensemble	if	necessary,	making	sure	that	the	dissonance	

is	fed,	making	the	right	noise	even	if	it	sticks	your	line	somewhere	

up	behind	your	nose.	All	of	that	was	very	well-supported	singing.	

I’m	speaking	technically	now.	I	didn’t	hear	any	bad	singing	there.	It	

was	the	sort	of	good	singing	you	would	expect	to	come	out	of	a	

singing	lesson	with,	even	though	you	rarely	take	that	stuff	to	a	

singing	lesson.	

Interviewer	 So	I	now	have	a	quote,	and	this	is	unfortunately,	not	a	review	of	this	

specific	recording,	but	it’s	a	review	given	the	year	beforehand	in	

1923	of	another	Byrd	recording	that	The	English	Singers	had	

released.	This	was	the	review	they	got	in	The	Musical	Times:	

The	singers	in	the	choral	records	are,	of	course,	The	English	

Singers.	Individual	criticism	is	out	of	place	in	discussing	an	

ensemble,	but	I	feel	I	must	pay	tribute	to	the	women	singers.	

The	purity	of	their	tone	and	the	ease	with	which	they	attack	

and	sustain	high	notes,	are	a	real	refreshment.	I	got	more	

joy	from	the	top	parts	of	these	choral	records	than	from	lots	

of	performances	by	the	numerous	queens	of	song.	These	

choral	records	are	fine	examples	of	the	possibilities	of	

individuality	in	team	work.	The	singers	are	extraordinarily	

free,	yet	the	ensemble	is	about	as	near	perfection	as	

possible.	There	is	one	small	blemish	in	the	matter	of	blend;	I	

feel	that	more	real	bass	quality	is	needed	at	the	bottom.	I	

was	not	conscious	of	this	defect	when	listening	to	the	party	

at	first	hand	some	months	ago,	so	it	is	evidently	a	matter	of	
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recording.		

So	my	first	question	is,	are	those	the	types	of	comments	you’d	like	

said	about	your	own	performances,	the	idea	of	individuality	in	

teamwork	and	purity	in	those	top	parts?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 I	think	he’s	comparing	what	he	would’ve	been	able	to	hear	

otherwise	than	with	this.	This	is	like	only	being	able	to	listen	to	the	

Deller	Consort	in	the	1950s.	I	think	the	starting	point	for	any	listener	

now	would	be	very	different.	I	wouldn’t	criticise	the	bass	for	what	

he	did.	All	the	voices	came	across	quite	well.	I	suppose,	given	the	

soprano	part	is	quite	low	in	that	piece,	it’s	harder	to	hear	her	

character.	I	mean,	you	do	hear	her	very	purely	holding	that	G	at	the	

end	and	then	just	warming	it	with	some	vibrato	later	on,	so	I	would	

say	that	was	unusual.	But	I	just	go	back	to	this	fact	that	it	is	unusual	

to	do	this	repertoire	one-to-a-part.	So	it’s	fascinating	to	me	that	it	

existed,	and	to	have	that	level	of	stylistic	understanding	at	that	time	

must’ve	been	very	unusual.	

Interviewer	 Well,	those	comments,	can	we	agree	that	those	are	positive	

comments?	If	someone	said	of	I	Fagiolini,	they	had	a	purity	in	the	

top	parts,	is	that	something	you	want	them	to	say	about	you?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 I	think	the	purity	is	of	itself	irrelevant.	If	you	listen	to	most	sopranos	

those	days,	you	would	expect	a	bigger	tone	and	you	would	get	more	

vibrato,	so	that’s	what	he	was	referring	to.	Whether	he’d	be	

referring	to	boys’	voices	or	not,	I	don’t	know	enough	about	1920s	

choirs.	But	if	you	listen	to	Westminster	Cathedral,	of	course,	you	

wouldn’t	associate	that	with	boys’	voices.	But	certainly,	if	you	

gathered	a	general	SATB	off	the	street,	at	that	time	I	don’t	think	you	

would’ve	expected	to	hear	such	a	controlled	performance,	

emotionally	controlled	performance	and	vocally-controlled	

performance.	So	I	think	this	would’ve	been	quite	an	eye-opener	

then.	

Interviewer	 To	go	to	the	other	comment,	the	individuality	in	teamwork,	if	that	

was	in	a	review	of	yours	today,	would	that	be	a	positive	comment?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yes,	absolutely.	

Interviewer	 And	the	purity	of	tone,	if	that	was	said	about	your	choir,	would	that	

be	a	positive	comment?	
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Robert	Hollingowrth	 I	have	a	certain	amount	of	time	for	reviews.	I	do	read	reviews.	Most	

of	us	do	even	if	we	say	we	don’t.	Do	you	know	that	Monty	Python	

sketch	where	Michael	Palin	goes	into	John	Cleese’s	office,	he’s	an	

accountant	and	says,	“I	want	to	become	a	lion	tamer.”	“Are	you	

ready	for	a	lion	–?”	“Oh,	yes.	I	really	want	to	become	a	lion	tamer.”	

He	shows	him	a	picture	of	a	lion	and	Palin’s	terrified	so,	“Well,	

maybe	I’ll	work	my	way	up	to	lion	taming	by	being	an	actuary	first.”	

I	think	there’s	a	lot	of	hocum	talked	about	the	passion	people	like	in	

this	music,	but	actually	they	like	it	fairly	restricted.	Harry	

Christophers,	he	likes	it	very	emotional,	he	wears	his	heart	on	his	

sleeve	and	I	love	that,	but	I	don’t	like	conducting.	I	think,	one-to-a-

part	music	you	shouldn’t	be	conducting.	I	think	the	singers	turn	off	

as	soon	as	there’s	a	conductor.	I	think	as	soon	as	there’s	not	a	

conductor,	they	really	start	to	listen.	I	happened	to	conduct	last	

night	a	little	bit,	because	otherwise	it’s	difficult	to	keep	the	thing	

together,	but	I’m	not	doing	any	expression	on	it	because	otherwise	

they	stop	doing	it	for	themselves.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	any	more	of	that	recording	or	listen	to	it	

again	in	light	of	that	quote?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Nope.	That’s	fine.	

Interviewer	 So	knowing	that	audiences	felt	that	way…	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Well,	one	reviewer	felt	that	way.	But	I	think	that’s	fair	enough.	I	

think	the	sort	of	things	that	you	had	said	would	be	the	sort	of	thing	

people	would	feel	at	that	time.	

Interviewer	 Does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	the	performance?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Nope.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	than	you	did	before,	

putting	yourself	as	that	imaginary	conductor	of	that?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yes.	Even	though	we	hear	that	as	quite	vibrato-full	singing,	the	fact	

is	that	for	them	that	would’ve	been	a	real	cleaning	of	the	texture.	It	

shows	you	more	what	they	would’ve	been	used	to	listening	to.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 The	individual	vocal	integrity	and	the	enunciation	of	the	text,	that	

the	consonants	are	so	drawn	into	the	line.	That’s	something	we’re	

losing	in	this	country.	There’s	a	kind	of	national	consonant	

avoidance	because	people	are	so	insistent	on	line,	which	is	good.	
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They’ve	forgotten	the	Italian	way	of	drawing	consonants	into	your	

line.	You	listen	to	a	group	like	The	Tallis	Scholars	and	consonants	are	

regularly	suppressed	in	favour	of	the	line,	but	then,	Peter	Phillips	

has	no	interest	in	text	and	would	be	the	first	to	say	that.	The	point	

only	being,	text	is	only	interesting	in	as	far	as	it	makes	the	music	

interesting.	

Interviewer	 So	we	have	another	recording	also	by	the	English	Singers	from	the	

same	year	and	that’s	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born.	You’re	familiar	with	

this	piece?	Very	good.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Robert	Hollingworth	 I	see	they’ve	left	it	un-transposed.	The	tenor	is	right	up	there.	

Interviewer	 So	what’s	your	first	reaction	to	that?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 It’s	quite	lumpy	in	places.	It’s	a	very	difficult	piece	to	sing,	actually.	

It’s	a	very	difficult	piece	to	bring	off,	at	least.	It’s	great	fun	to	sing,	

but	it’s	very	difficult	to	bring	it	off,	conversely,	without	a	conductor.	

The	triple	time	relationships	are	not	right	and	so	it’s	quite	leaden	in	

places.	The	piece	should’ve	been	transposed,	so	that	they’re	not	in	

an	awkward	place	in	the	range.	Although,	actually,	however	you	

transpose	that	piece	it’s	problematic.	I	didn’t	feel	that	they	were	

listening	to	each	other	enough	or	had	understood	the	texture	and	

how	one	part	feeds	into	another.	It’s	very	easy	to	do	one-to-a-part,	

feeding	into	another	when	it’s	a	gooey	texture.	When	it’s	a	

complicated	dance-like	texture,	it’s	much	harder,	so	I	think	that’s	

much	less	successful.	

Interviewer	 If	that	was	given	by	a	group	today,	would	you	add	anything	to	that	

assessment?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 No.	That’s	a	contemporary	assessment.	Ensemble	was	rough.	They	

weren’t	quite	listening	to	each	other,	but	again,	there’s	that	great	

personal	integrity	of	individual	singing,	which	is	partly	the	problem.	

Also	they	weren’t	quite	listening	to	the	text,	and	they	did	swing	into	

a	nice	little	hallelujah.	That	was	nice	and	dance-like,	and,	

interestingly,	they	have	the	subtlety	not	to	do	the	hallelujah	forte,	

which	you	would	naturally	do,	but	a	nice	soft	hallelujah.	

Interviewer	 So	again,	putting	yourself	into	the	head	of	this	imaginary	conductor	

that	came	up	with	this	performance,	what	aesthetic	values	do	you	

perceive	in	this	recording?	
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Robert	Hollingworth	 Not	being	very	good	at	your	job.	It’s	very	much	as	I	said	previously.	

Interviewer	 You	think	he	was	trying	to	do	something	and	it	just	didn’t	quite	come	

off?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 I	think	the	tricky	sections	hadn’t	been	understood.	There	was	no	

clear	overall	line.	He	had	maybe	worked	on	them	individually	too	

much,	and	hadn’t	made	them	understand	their	own	part	in	the	

texture,	how	it	related	to	everything	else.	

Interviewer	 So	I	have	another	quote.	This	time,	it’s	a	review	of	a	live	

performance	The	English	Singers	gave,	and	it	said:	

	Among	the	audience	were	to	be	noticed	leading	members	

of	society	and	representatives	of	the	intellectual	world,	all	of	

whom	enjoyed	not	only	the	singing,	marked	for	its	perfect	

unanimity	of	nuance	and	interpretation,	but	also	the	

madrigals,	motets,	ballets,	and	duets	by	Byrd,	Purcell,	and	

Weelkes,	as	well	as	the	British	and	Irish	songs,	in	which	a	

revival	of	a	literature	almost	unknown	to	those	present	was	

brought	to	their	notice.		

So	firstly,	these	comments,	the	idea	of	unanimity,	of	nuance	in	the	

choir,	and	that	it’s	a	literature	that	no	one’s	ever	heard	of	before,	

are	these	elements	important	when	you	come	to	making	your	own	

performances?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 I	think	it’s	always	good	to	mix	in	new	music	with	music	that	you’ve	

heard	before,	putting	the	concert	programs	together.	That	is	quite	

an	art	and	I	think	there	are	some	pretty	bad	examples	of	it	these	

days.	A	lot	of	CD	recording	concerts.	We’re	going	to	do	an	entire	

book	of	madrigals	or	an	entire	book	of	motets,	which	is	a	very	bad	

way	to	hear	music.	I	think	hearing	wall-to-wall	polyphony	is	poor	

planning	in	general,	but	that’s	why,	when	you	have	one	ensemble	

doing	a	concert,	it’s	going	to	be	like	that.	Is	it	taken	from	the	

orchestral	world?	You	would	expect	to	hear	a	symphony,	a	

concerto,	and	an	overture	in	a	night,	and	they	were	written	like	

that.	They	were	written	as	30-minute	works.	But	hearing	one	three-

minute	motet	after	another	three-minute	motet,	hearing	a	mass	in	

a	concert,	one	movement	after	the	other,	is	a	hopelessly	bad	way	of	
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playing	a	concert.	What	unifies	a	mass	over	the	course	of	the	liturgy	

becomes	repetitive	when	you	simply	hear	one	movement	after	

another.	So,	to	go	back	to	your	particular	question	though,	

absolutely,	the	nuance,	unanimity,	yes,	as	long	as	it	didn’t	imply	

uniformity	and	a	boring	performance,	those	would	be	compliments.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	the	recording	again	in	light	of	the	quote?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 No.	I	think	it	would’ve	been	very	unusual.	I	mean	very	unusual.	I	

didn’t	even	know	the	group	existed,	so	there	wasn’t	a	lot	of	this	

around	then,	I’m	quite	sure.	1920s,	gosh!	

Interviewer	 So	knowing	that	audiences	were	giving	this	type	of	response,	does	

that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	the	performance?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 No.	The	reviewer	refers	to	intellectuals,	which	is	not	a	word	you	use	

in	the	UK	anymore.	It’s	a	kind	of	insult.	Whereas	in	continental	

Europe,	you	absolutely	would	use	that	term.	In	France,	they	have	

the	philosophe.	You	could	be	a	TV	pundit,	you	know,	let’s	ask	what	

this	thinker	thinks	about	this.	We	see	intellectuals	on	Newsnight	

Review	on	a	Friday	night	or	appearing	on	Front	Row	on	Radio	4	to	

discuss	latest	or	artistic	developments.	But	in	general,	intelligence	

and	intellectuals	is	not	a	term	that	you	hear	bandied	around	these	

days.	It’s	used	more	as	an	insult.	To	say	somebody	is	intellectual	or	

to	say	somebody’s	academic	is	to	imply	that	they	don’t	really	exist	

in	the	real	world.	They	can’t	react	like	the	rest	of	us	do.	

Interviewer	 I’m	wondering	whether	knowing	that	review	changes	how	you	feel	

about	the	performance,	but	you’d	have	a	concern	if	those	were	the	

terms	given	to	your	performances	now?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yes,	because	they	would	be	an	implication	that	this	music	was	only	

for	a	certain	type	of	ascetic	personality	and	my	very	strongly	held	

view	is	it’s	for	everyone.	It’s	just	a	matter	of	how	you	present	it	and	

how	you	program	it.	

Interviewer	 Does	that	review	change	the	way	you	feel	about	this	performance?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Nope.	

Interviewer	 Does	that	lead	you	to	feel	any	different	aesthetic	values	that	the	

imaginary	conductor	might’ve	been	trying	to	elicit?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Well,	I	think	it	particularly	didn’t	get	unanimity	in	that	particular	

performance.	That	would	relate	more	to	the	Byrd	performance.	I’m	

interested	to	know	what	Purcell	pieces	that	they	might	perform	
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because	there	aren’t	any	part	songs	really.	Well,	there’s	“When	the	

cock	begins	to	crow”	which	is	possibly	Purcell.	There	are	catches,	

but	there	aren’t	any	part	songs	by	him,	so	perhaps	they	just	did	

some	motets.		 	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 The	same.	It’s	the	vocal	integrity	and	the	problems	that	they	had	

weren’t	because	of	the	vocal	integrity	or	at	least	singing	like	that	

wouldn’t	have	stopped	them	getting	it	right.	If	they	had	sung	more	

vocally	lightly	to	start	with	they	may	have	found	it	more	easy	to	get	

it	together,	but	someone	needed	to	have	said,	“Look.	This	music	is	

going	from	here	to	here	and	we’re	all	just	shouting	our	way	through	

it	and	not	listening	to	each	other.”	There	was	a	lack	of	listening,	I	

think.	

Interviewer	 So	just	to	break	from	the	period	recordings	for	a	second,	and	talk	

about	contemporary	choirs,	do	you	perceive	of	a	difference	between	

choirs	that	are	resident	in	a	particular	building,	at	a	chapel	or	at	the	

cathedral,	as	opposed	to	choirs	such	as	I	Fagiolini	that	tour	around?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yeah,	very	much	so,	because	you	learn	to	sing	to	your	acoustic.	I	

well	remember	as	a	Hereford	Cathedral	chorister	there	going	to	do	

my	first	Three	Choirs’	Evensong	in	Worcester	Cathedral	and	finding	

it	was	dry	as	a	bone	and	that	you	had	to	sing	more,	whereas	when	

the	Worcester	boys	came	to	Hereford,	they	just	shouted	and	they	

didn’t	need	to	because	the	building	was	doing	all	the	work	for	them.	

So	yes,	you	do	absolutely	develop	that.	

Interviewer	 Any	other	differences	or	really	just	having	a	better	sense	of	the	

space?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 I	think	when	you’re	effectively	freelance,	there	is	a	freshness	to	

what	you	do	because	there’s	a	freshness	to	who’s	hearing	it,	as	well.	

The	danger	is	that	you	get	a	certain	arrogance	from	ensembles	that	

are	based	in	one	place,	of	just	being	used	to	it,	or	of	it	losing	its	

special	nature.	I	don’t	think	it’s	to	do	with	the	people	involved	at	all.	

I’ve	sung	in	resident	choirs	and	I’ve	conducted	resident	choirs	like	

the	BBC	Singers.	Part	of	it	is	that	residency	also	implies	a	financial	

security	and	I	think	that	goes	hand-in-hand.	The	freelance	scene	in	

London	is	quite	extraordinary.	I	mean,	I’ve	had	a	few	critical	

comments	here	about	the	lack	of	expression	in	the	sound	or	that	
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kind	of	thing,	but	we’re	all	obsessed	with	what	went	on	in	the	

sixteenth	century.	I	think	in	a	few	centuries	time,	when	they	come	

back	to	look	at	the	twentieth	century,	they	will	say	there	was	this	

extraordinary	thing	that	went	on	between	about	1970	and	now	

where	there	was	this	massive	flourishing	of	choirs,	and	even	if	

audiences	weren’t	up	particularly,	the	number	of	people	wanting	to	

do	it	and	loving	the	music	and	taking	enormous	care	over	it	will	be	

seen	as	something	almost	even	greater	than	the	Renaissance	itself.	

Interviewer	 So	extrapolating	back,	do	you	think	this	difference	between	the	

resident	and	non-resident	choirs	would’ve	been	greater	or	less	

evident	at	the	beginning	of	the	twentieth	century?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Well,	I’m	assuming	that	most	of	the	choirs	would’ve	been	resident.	

Groups	like	The	English	Singers	would’ve	been	very	unusual,	very,	

very	unusual.	Let’s	look	at	actual	choirs.	Well,	I	don’t	know	what	

they	were,	but	I	think	things	would’ve	been	much	more	resident-

based.	

Interviewer	 And	the	reason	I	asked	that	is	‘cause	we’re	going	to	now	listen	to	

two	recordings	of	some	resident	choirs,	starting	with	the	recording	

of	the	choir	of	Westminster	Cathedral	in	1929,	also	singing	the	Byrd	

Ave	Verum.	Are	you	familiar	with	the	reputation	of	Westminster	

Cathedral	at	the	beginning	of	this	century?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 From	a	little	later	than	the	beginning.	When	were	those	Malcolm	

recordings	done?	

Interviewer	 They	were	probably	‘40s,	‘50s,	next	generation	up.	So	Westminster	

was	founded	1895,	I	think	1901	they	officially	opened,	and	their	

foundation	director	was	Richard	Runciman	Terry,	who	was	doing	lots	

of	first	editions.	So	they	were	doing	lots	of	premieres	of	Palestrina	

and	Philips,	and	Byrd,	for	instance.	

Robert	Hollingworth	 So	the	interesting	thing	is	where	those	singers	came	from,	what	

tradition,	even	then,	and	how	quickly	did	they	establish?	

Interviewer	 The	recording	is	just	after	that	period,	so	this	is	Lancelot	Long	

directing	the	choir.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Robert	Hollingworth	 What’s	that	voice	on	the	top?	Do	we	know	whether	it’s	male	altos	

on	the	second	line	or	boys,	‘cause	they’ve	had	boys	for	a	while	now	

singing	the	second	line?	
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Interviewer	 Yes.	I	think	it’s	male	altos.	So	what’s	your	first	reaction	to	that	

recording?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 It’s	a	very	heavily	directed	recording.	I’d	say	there’s	a	slight	lack	of	

trust	in	the	music	itself.	I	find	it	very	interesting	and	very	lovely	to	

listen	to	and	I	would	want	to	have	a	recording	like	that	amongst	

recordings	of	Ave	Verum.	But	it	shows	a	need	to	constantly	be	doing	

something,	lots	of	tenuto,	dynamic	effects,	more	awareness	of	

dissonance	than	The	English	Singers.	Just	in	the	amen	there,	with	

the	D	against	the	E	flat,	there’s	a	holding	of	it	to	draw	attention	to	

it.	Would	there	have	been	such	a	thing	as	a	balance	engineer	in	

those	days	who	would’ve	been	shot	for	having	the	basses	so	close?	

But	it’s	interesting	though	because	you’re	so	close	up	to	the	basses,	

you	can	really	hear	what	they’re	doing	with	it.	There’s	portamento	

sliding	down	from	the	E	flat	to	the	C.	There’s	this	bizarre	

pronunciation	of	miserere.	When	they	started	ave	verum,	it	

sounded	so	South	African.	So	I	would	like	to	hear	a	recording	of	that	

once	in	a	while,	but	in	general,	it	shows	a	slight	lack	of	trust	in	the	

music	and	maybe	we’ve	gone	too	far	the	other	way	now.	

Interviewer	 If	that	was	a	performance	given	today,	is	there	anything	else	you’d	

add	to	your	assessment	of	it?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 If	it	was	a	performance	given	today,	I’d	say	that	it	was	very	

interesting,	but	the	tactus	should	be	allowed	to	speak	a	little	bit	

more	gradually.	There	was	a	bit	too	much	pull	on	it,	but	I	find	it	

interesting.	It’s	amazing	that	there	are	these	recordings	from	90	

years	ago	and	you	could	look	back	and	see	what	taste	was.	What	

John	[Potter]	would	be	talking	about	is	how	can	we	possibly	know	

how	things	were	performed	that	far	back,	when	only	90	years	ago	

things	are	so	different	from	our	own.	

Interviewer	 So	if	you	put	yourself	into	the	head	of	Lancelot	Long,	their	director,	

what	aesthetic	values	do	you	think	he	was…		

Robert	Hollingworth	 A	hyper-intensity,	assuming	that	the	listener	either	already	knew	

the	words	or	only	needed	to	be	reminded	of	them	but	didn’t	much	

need	the	clarity.	A	preference	for	effects	over	perfection.	Hyper-

intensity	because	of	the	belief	in	what	they’re	talking	about.	They’re	

talking	about	transubstantiation,	turning	the	bread	actually	into	the	

body	of	Christ	and	that	miracle	is	being	described,	and	that	is	what’s	
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led	to,	I	think,	such	a	hyper-intensive	performance.	

Interviewer	 I	have	another	review	and	this	is	actually	the	review	from	The	

Musical	Times	of	this	exact	recording,	so	when	the	recording	came	

out,	another	recording	from	Westminster	Abbey	was	released	at	the	

same	time,	so	the	review	sort	of	compares	the	two	a	bit.	From	the	

Westminster	Cathedral	section,	he	says:	

	The	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	is	also	recorded,	and	

inevitably	one	makes	comparisons.	I	can't	say	good	things	

about	the	music	of	the	Benediction	service	-	very	ordinary	

hymn-tunes	and	a	dullish	Motet	by	Eslava.	A	couple	of	Byrd	

Motets	are	a	better	test.	The	'	Ave	Regina'	opens	far	too	

jerkily	by	the	trebles,	and	I	feel	that	the	pace	throughout	is	

too	quick.	The	fine	'Ave	Verum'	is	better	in	every	way	deeply	

expressive,	and	with	the	right	note	of	urgency	in	the	

climaxes.	The	poignant	discords	-	where	Byrd	writes	F	sharp	

against	F	natural	and	again	B	flat	against	B	natural	-	seem	

to	be	toned	down	somewhat,	but	that	may	be	a	matter	of	

recording.	There	are	excellent	men's	voices	in	this	choir,	

especially	in	the	bass	department,	but	I	very	much	prefer	the	

Abbey	boys.	The	Cathedral	treble	tone	is	too	hooty,	and	even	

'	Amen	'	comes	out	as	'Oomoo’.		

So	even	at	that	time,	they	didn’t	like	this	over-covering	of	the	

vowels,	but	some	of	those	positive	performances,	the	expressivity,	

the	urgency	in	the	climaxes,	are	those	things	you’d	like	said	about	

your	own	performances?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yeah,	absolutely.	It	is	a	very	urgent	text	if	you	think	about	it,	

miserere	nobis.	But	it’s	very	interesting	and	good	point	about	the	

missed	dissonance.	They	didn’t	like	the	fact	that	the	F	natural	seems	

kind	of	an	embarrassment.	You	get	those	Fellowes	editions	where	it	

says	this	note	may	be	wrong,	probably	a	G	and	not	an	F	sharp	or	

something,	because	they	can’t	believe	the	dissonance.	Whereas	if	

they	understood	that	the	dissonance	was	part	of	the	art,	even	

though	it’s	only	passing…	

Interviewer	 But	even	the	reviewer	seems	to	want	that	dissonance.	What	about	
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the	blend?	He	seems	to	really	like	this	bass-heavy	blend.	

Robert	Hollingworth	 No,	I	think	he’s	misconstrued.	I	think	he’s	picked	up,	“Oh	they’re	

nice	good	voices	just	‘cause	it’s	easy	to	hear.”	I	don’t	think	that	is	

that	choir’s	actual	blend.	I	think	that’s	because	they’ve	got	the	

basses	close	to	the	big	horn	that	they	recorded	it	in.	That’s	all.	

Interviewer	 And	what	about	blend	in	your	own	choirs?	Do	you	like	to	have	a	

larger	bass	foundation	or	how	would	you	describe	the	blend	you’re	

going	for?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 It’s	one-to-a-part,	so	you	wouldn’t	beat	up	the	bass.	I	know	people	

like	Nigel	Short	and	all	the	ex-King’s	Singers	talk	about	this	pyramid	

of	sound,	things	built	up	from	the	bass,	which	harmonic	series-wise	

is	absolutely	right,	but	it’s	not	really	how	true	polyphony	works.	One	

of	the	problems	of	polyphony	is	you	do	tend	to	listen	to	the	top	

‘cause	it’s	easiest.	In	four	part	imitative	texture	you	will	listen	to	the	

top,	whereas	it’s	more	interesting	to	listen	to	the	middle,	and	you’ll	

hear	the	top	anyway.		

Interviewer	 So	I’m	wondering	about	how	you	perceive	the	blend.	

Robert	Hollingworth	 The	blend	is	much	misunderstood.	There’s	some	very	good	research	

on	this.	Two	of	my	third	year	students	have	just	done	their	solo	

project	on	choirs	and	choral	blend,	and	the	research	they	came	up	

with,	which	I	completely	believe,	is	that	what	seems	to	happen	

when	choirmasters	ask	for	more	of	a	blend,	is	that	all	the	singers	

suppress	the	harmonics,	so	you	don’t	get	that	second	or	third	

degree	formants.	You	get	something	that’s	much	duller	and	that’s	

what	they	mean.	The	idea	of	a	Juanita	Norman	or	the	Musica	

Reservata	sound,	bright	Bulgarian	sopranos,	that	kind	of	blend,	

which	is	just	as	well-blended,	seems	to	be	totally	absent	from	the	

English	choral	tradition	now.	

Interviewer	 And	where	would	you	fit	in	your	own…	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Well,	blend,	very	clearly,	is	about	matching	vowel	sounds.	You	can’t	

make	your	voice	sound	like	someone	else’s	unless	you	repress	or	do	

something	peculiar	to	your	larynx	to	imitate	it,	which	could	lead	to	

vocal	un-health	fairly	quickly.	So	what	blend	means	now	in	this	

country	is	a	suppression	of	character,	and	a	sort	of	suppression	of	

the	harmonics,	so	a	dullness	of	the	text,	making	the	text	less	clear.	

Blend	is	entirely	about	vowel	sound	blend,	vowel	sound	matching.	
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Interviewer	 More	of	an	evenness	in	the	weighting	of	the	parts	rather	than	the	

bigger	bass	sound?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yeah,	absolutely,	and	especially	as	one	has	a	score,	keeping	an	ear	

on	where	your	part	and	the	other	voices	are	in	their	tessitura.	So	if	

the	tenor’s	high,	you’re	just	going	to	need	to	bear	in	mind	that	if	the	

soprano’s	low	at	that	moment	they	may	have	difficulty	coming	

through.	Making	sure	that	everyone	keeps	as	bright	a	sound	as	

possible	as	they	get	to	the	bottom	of	their	register	rather	than	

pushing	air	through	it,	which	a	lot	of	people	do,	lower	down	their	

range	just	to	keep	their	timbre	bright.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	that	recording	again	in	light	of	the	

comments?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 No.	

Interviewer	 So	knowing	that	that	was	the	exact	review	given	to	this	recording	at	

that	time,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	the	

performance?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 No.	Very	much	near	agreement,	but	I	think	he’s	not	allowed	for	the	

simple	balance	errors	that	were	made	in	the	recording.	If	you’d	

been	to	hear	them	live,	I	don’t	think	they	would’ve	sounded	like	

that.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	in	putting	yourself	

into	the	head	of	the	conductor?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yes,	inspired	by	the	text.	It’s	the	hyper-directed	performance,	which	

is	justified	in	that	context	of	a	Catholic	cathedral	singing	a	piece	that	

would	be	done	at	the	moment	transubstantiation	was	perceived	to	

have	happened	in	the	liturgy.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	the	performance?	

	 Allowing	the	meaning	of	the	text,	which	is	clearly	where	the	

composer	starts,	and	a	composer	to	whom	transubstantiation	

would’ve	meant	an	enormous	deal,	allowing	that	to	come	through.	

Interviewer	 So	the	final	recording	I	have	is	of	The	Choir	of	York	Minster	being	

directed	by	Edward	Bairstow	and	they’re	doing	This	Day	Christ	Was	

Born,	recorded	in	’27.	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Well,	I’m	a	York	person	now.	I	live	up	there,	but	I’ve	sung	him	

[Bairstow]	since	I	was	nine	years	old.	

Interviewer	 The	choir	at	the	time	was	doing	both	premieres	of	Bairstow’s	works	
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and	at	the	same	time	he’s	doing	these	earlier	works	as	well.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Oh,	I	hope	this	is	over	soon.	Oh	God!	It’s	fascinating.	

Interviewer	 What’s	your	first	reaction?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 That	I	wanted	either	them	or	me	to	die,	very	early	on,	around	the	

third	bar.	I	think	it	takes	me	back	to	performances	of	my	youth,	

when	I	was	in	a	cathedral	choir,	that	the	conductor’s	completely	

misunderstood	the	music.	He’s	put	his	own	interpretation	on	it	and	

nothing	wrong	with	that.	I	quite	like	the	diminuendo	for	the	

hallelujah	because	it	doesn’t	end	with	a	high	hallelujah.	It	ended	

with	a	soft	hallelujah,	and	you	could	say	that	that	was	the	kind	of	

wonder,	the	mystery	of	the	virgin	birth,	if	you	wanted	to.	It’s	just	so	

slow	that	the	tactus	can't	work.	The	kind	of	strong,	weak,	strong,	

weak	of	the	implied	tactus	is	very	different	from	the	baroque	

downbeat	and	upbeat,	but	the	harmonic	rhythm	can’t	work	because	

it’s	so	slow.	I	am	fascinated	to	hear	the	portamento	aloud	at	the	

end	especially.	Even	if	that	was	a	recording	of	Byrd’s	time,	for	

someone	who	knew	Byrd,	I	would	still	say	they	totally	missed	the	

point,	and	this	is	where	I	think	you	have	to	trust	in	your	

understanding	of	the	music	when	you’ve	sang	a	lot	of	this	music.	

You	can	say,	“Well,	that’s	not	right.	That	doesn’t	work.”	And	I’m	not	

talking	about	the	style	in	which	he	has	performed	that	in	the	

portamento	and	anything	about	that.	I’m	talking	about	the	basic	

speed	for	that	number	of	people	in	that	acoustic.	Does	it	work?	It	

clearly	doesn’t	because	the	harmonic	rhythm	is	too	slow.	The	

composer’s	expressive	intention	implied	by	the	harmonic	rhythm	is	

not	there.	The	portamento	doesn’t	bother	me	so	much,	all	that	kind	

of	stuff.	There	was	some	pretty	bad	tuning	at	times,	but	again,	these	

are	single	takes	onto	wax	cylinder.	

Interviewer	 Is	there	anything	you	would	add	if	it	was	a	performance	given	

today?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 I	wouldn’t	have	stayed	beyond	bar	ten,	beyond	pure	scientific	

curiosity.	

Interviewer	 So	if	you	put	yourself	into	the	head	of	Bairstow,	what	aesthetic	

values	do	you	think	he	was	possibly	trying	to	get?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 He’s	looking	at	the	piece	of	music	as	if	it	had	been	written	now.	He	
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is	understanding	a	sort	of	formality	of	the	music,	failing	to	see	that	

there's	an	aesthetic.	I	can	tell	you	all	the	things	he’d	missed.	

Because	it’s	old	music,	there’s	a	formality	and	a	gravity	to	it.	He	has	

misinterpreted	the	original	note	values	as	note	values	now,	so	he’s	

taken	a	minim	as	a	slow	note	value	when	they’re	just	a	passing	note.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	want	to	say	the	things	he’s	missed?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 There’s	a	great	solemnity	to	it,	but	that’s	not	actually	what	the	piece	

is	about.	The	piece	is	about	joy.	Do	we	know	whether	that	was	

recorded	in	York	Minster?	You	see	that’s	the	one	interesting	thing	

about	it.	What	these	recordings	very	rarely	give	you	is	any	kind	of	

acoustic,	so	you	don’t	know	whether	they’re	performing	for	a	

building	that	you	can’t	hear	and	have	done	it	at	that	speed	because	

they	could	hear	resonance	around	them.	Recording	something	very	

close	up	is	inevitably	going	to	be	quite	dry.	They	will	have	sung	it	at	

the	speed	they	normally	sing	it	at	in	the	Minster,	and	whether	

they’re	in	the	Minster	or	in	a	dry	room	somewhere,	that’s	what	they	

do.	

Interviewer	 So	I	have	a	quote.	This	is	describing	a	live	performance	of	a	different	

piece	of	Byrd	given	at	York	Minster,	and	it	says:	

	Byrd’s	‘Great	Service’	has	lately	been	sung	twice	at	York	

Minster	–	an	ideal	building	for	such	music.	The	performance,	

under	Dr.	Bairstow,	was	notable	for	its	rhythmic	life	and	its	

expressive	–	even	dramatic	–	quality.	

So,	to	start,	that	notion	of	a	dramatic	quality,	is	that	something	

you’d	like	said	about	your	own	performances?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yes,	but	I	don’t	think	they	see	drama	the	same	way	as	I	do.	I	see	

drama	as	springing	from	the	score.	They’ve	imprinted	it.	The	only	

drama	in	that	is	in	the	individual	timbre	of	voices.	There’s	no	drama	

being	taken	out	of	the	score.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	that	again?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Not	in	any	sense.	Except	the	last	few	bars,	just	'cause	it	really	shows	

us	how	people	thought,	what	taste	was	then.	

Interviewer	 So	knowing	that	people	at	the	time	thought	Bairstow’s	

performances	were	dramatic,	had	rhythmic	life,	or	is	expressive,	
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does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	this	performance?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 No.	It	smacks	of	early	performances	that	I	was	involved	in	when	I	

was	a	chorister,	where	the	music	meant	nothing.	Where	the	music	

had	totally	not	been	understood.	And	when	I	went	to	New	College	

with	a	similar	sort	of	size	of	ensemble,	it	was	possible	to	make	total	

sense	of	it.	

Interviewer	 So	it’s	not	augmentation	of	the	voices	then?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 No.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	that	they	might	have	

been	going	for?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yes.	A	formality,	a	slight,	not	pomposity,	but	pomposo,	if	you	like.	

They	had	totally	different	ideas	about	what	the	music	meant,	and	

they	were	looking	far	too	much	at	the	small	gesture,	instead	of	the	

overall	arch	of	a	phrase.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	about	that	performance?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 The	wholeheartedness	of	it,	and	the	commitment	from	everybody	

involved,	that’s	clear.	

Interviewer	 So	that’s	the	last	of	the	recordings,	and	I've	just	got	some	more	

general	concluding	questions	now.	Firstly,	do	you	think	the	

performing	style	of	Tudor	choral	music	has	changed	over	the	

century?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yes.	I	think	John’s	answer	[John	Potter]	will	be	more	interesting	in	

this.	Very	evidently	it	has,	but	I	don’t	think	it’s	a	gradual	change.	I	

think	certain	people	come	in	and	do	things	in	a	different	way,	and	it	

depends	entirely	on	their	background,	and	I	think,	clearly	recordings	

have	had	an	enormous	effect.	When	you	hear	Vivaldi’s	Four	

Seasons,	when	you	hear	a	period	instrument	performance,	it’s	

understood	vaguely	what	sort	of	tempo	it	should	be	in	the	

cleanness	of	sound.	It	makes	you	go	away	and	think	about	your	own	

performance	differently.	So	I	think	having	one-to-a-part	groups	has	

helped	because	it's	cleaned	things	up.	Because	one-to-a-part,	the	

phrase	lengths	are	going	to	be	shorter	in	general.	That	might	have	

pushed	the	fast	speeds	here	and	there,	but	it	also	enables	you	to	

see	the	wood	for	the	trees	as	well.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	think	it’s	changed,	then,	over	your	own	performing	career?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 I	think	many	more	choirs	have	gotten	into	that	way	of	thinking,	to	
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the	extent	now	that,	were	you	to	give	a	performance	like	that,	a	

strong	likelihood	is	that	nearly	everyone	in	the	choir,	nearly	all	the	

males,	the	altos,	tenors,	and	basses	in	the	choir,	would	be	aware	of	

what	was	being	done	by	period	specialists	and	by	other	cathedral	

choirs,	and	would	find	it	unacceptable.	The	director	themselves,	

when	they	got	the	job,	would	be	expected	to	have	some	sort	of	trial	

with	the	choir,	and	if	he	tried	to	do	a	piece	of	Byrd	like	that,	they	

wouldn’t	accept	it	because	the	singers’	own	understanding	of	the	

music	has	increased.	Well,	that’s	with	too	much	style	here,	actual	

personal	integrity	that	may	not	be	the	same.	I	think	it’s	probably	

likely	that	choral	directors	at	that	time	were	much	more	likely	to	

have	been	Christians.	These	days,	you	will	find	choral	directors	at	

Christian	institutions	that	are	not	believers,	but	they	feel	very	

comfortable	wearing	those	shoes.	So	I	think	what	you’ve	got	now	is	

you’ve	got	a	lot	of	style,	a	lot	of	the	understanding	of	the	music,	but	

perhaps	not	the	integrity.	But	I’m	not	in	that	world	anymore,	really,	

so	I	couldn’t	speak.	

Interviewer	 So,	you	said	just	altos,	tenors,	and	basses	before.	What	do	you	think	

would	be	the	soprano	position?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Well,	I	suppose	when	you’re	nine,	ten,	you’re	more	interested	in	

listening	to	pop	music.	

Interviewer	 Sorry,	you	were	just	thinking	about	the	cathedral	choirs,	not	

necessarily	your	own	choir,	then?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 That’s	right,	very	much	so	for	the	specialist	choirs.	People	will	do	

anything	for	money	because	it’s	a	scary	world	out	there,	and	if	a	

choir	director	wants	to	do	a	Victoria	Requiem	at	half	speed,	you’d	

hate	it,	but	as	long	as	you’re	paid	on	time,	all	things	being	equal,	if	

you	were	off	the	work	again,	and	you	haven’t	got	nothing	else	in,	

you’d	accept	it,	but	you’d	know	that	it	was	not	right.	

Interviewer	 Have	you	noticed	differences,	over	time,	in	your	own	approach	when	

it	comes	to	performing?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yes,	and	I	find	that	interesting,	how	one	changes.	I	think,	like	a	lot	of	

people,	I	did	things	faster	when	I	was	young	because	I	was	so	driven	

by	the	line,	and	experience	makes	you	realise	that	audiences	need	

more	time	to	hear	things.	If	you’re	not	actually	in	the	middle	of	an	

ensemble,	taking	part	in	it,	and	if	you	don’t	actually	know	the	piece,	
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you	need	more	space	to	register	things.	It’s	the	same	line,	it	just	

needs	to	be	stretched	more.	And	very	specifically,	I’ve	noticed	a	

difference	in	the	way	we	perform	Italian	madrigal	repertoire,	or	a	

sort	of	late	Renaissance	from	whichever	country.	Before	we	used	to	

be	so	full	of	passion.	We	did	this	particular	project	called	The	Full	

Monteverdi,	which	was	very	passionate	and	very	powerful,	and	I	

think	a	quite	successful	project	although	very	flawed	in	a	number	of	

ways.	But	I	think	what’s	happened	with	our	performance	now	is	it’s	

more	poetic,	and	the	passion	is	there,	but	it’s	expressed	much	more	

less	through	our	own.	I	think,	before	we	just	felt	we	had	to	feel	it,	

and	that	would	come	out	in	the	text,	and	I’m	much,	much	more	

demanding	on	the	singers	now	in	actually	hearing	it	in	the	sound	

and	the	passion.	

Interviewer	 Colouring	the	voice.	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yes,	to	the	extent	that	it’s	not	just	enough	to	say,	“You	have	to	feel	

that	more	passionately.”	It	has	to	be	really	clear	as	a	group,	the	

effects	that	we’re	making,	especially	as	Monteverdi	gets	quite	

homophonic	at	times.	To	the	same	extent	that	you	would	if	you	

were	giving	a	recital	of	mélodie	or	lieder.	You	would	colour	your	

voice.	And	I	get	less	and	less	satisfied	with	just	being	a	singer	and	

doing	it	well.	The	hyper-expressive	end,	when	you	listen	to	the	Byrd	

there,	what	I	love	about	both	those	recordings,	is	that	the	

conductor	was	clearly,	really	wanting	emotion,	intensity	in	the	

words.	In	a	solo	recital	you	would	expect	that	kind	of	intensity	from	

the	singer,	otherwise	why	would	you	bother	to	turn	up?	You	want	

to	be	moved.	You	have	to	believe	that	they	believe	it	at	that	

moment.	I	think	we	do	allow	the	music	to	do	the	job	for	us	a	lot	of	

the	time,	whereas	it’s	the	emotion	that’s	led	to	the	music	that	

should	be	coming	out	through	the	music.	You	know,	we’re	very	

interested	in	saying,	“Where’s	the	nice	suspension?	Where’s	that	

little	bit	of	purple	harmony?”	What	about	the	tone	quality	that	we	

bring	to	a	piece	like	that?	[referring	to	a	specific	I	Fagiolini	

performance]	It	was	really	intimate,	almost	pillow	talk,	which	is	

quite	difficult	to	do	in	a	large	building,	but	that’s	the	approach	I	

want.	One-to-a-part	has	to	be	intensely	personal,	and	it’s	not	

enough	to	hope	that	the	chord	or	the	melody	itself	will	do	it	all	for	
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you.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	think	the	expectations	of	listeners,	when	it	comes	to	this	

early	repertoire,	has	changed	over	the	century?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yes,	they	seem	to	be	led	by	the	recordings	into	being	less	interested	

in	expression,	and	more	in	just	checking	that	it	fits	their	nice	sound	

world.	It’s	music	that	you	buy	into.	It’s	a	nice	noise.	It’s	the	sound	

world	itself	that	will	do,	which	is	why	when	I	hear	The	Tallis	

Scholar’s	recordings,	which	I	admire	greatly	in	many	ways,	that	I	find	

them	wanting	in	that	they	all	sound	the	same.	There’s	no	difference	

between	their	Spanish	polyphony	and	their	Flemish	polyphony	and	

their	English	polyphony.	It’s	all	like	a	series	of	very	nice	black-and-

white	photographs.	That’s	a	sort	of	hyper-criticism	because	of	

course,	they’re	a	phenomenal	group	in	many	ways,	but	I	don’t	think	

they	stretch	themselves	emotionally.	

Interviewer	 Have	you	noticed	a	difference	in	listeners	over	your	own	career?	

Have	your	audiences	changed?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Audiences	are	still	primarily	of	a	certain	age,	and	I	think	that’s	been	

the	case	for	a	very	long	time,	and	I	think	it	always	will	because	you	

only	have	money	and	time	to	go	out	once	you’re	own	kids	are	out,	

you	know,	people	have	longer	retirements	now.	What	I	rejoice	in,	in	

the	performance,	the	one	we’re	doing	at	the	moment	[referring	to	

the	show	How	Like	An	Angel,	performed	by	I	Fagiolini	in	

collaboration	with	the	contemporary	circus	group	Circa],	is	that,	of	

the	2,000	people	that	will	come	and	hear	the	show	at	Salisbury	this	

week,	probably	only	about	350	of	those	would	have	turned	up	to	

hear	the	music,	and	probably,	only	500	to	700	would	have	come	to	

see	circus	of	itself.	What	they’ve	come	to	see	is	the	mix,	so	we	are	

singing	this	music	to	people	who	will	never	have	heard	it	before,	

and	you	find	you’ve	got	a	big	cheer	last	night,	especially	at	the	

second	show,	and	you	would	have	thought	that	we	were	just	being	

seen	as	the	kind	of	soundtrack,	and	that	clearly	wasn’t	the	case.	I	

think	it	was	because	of	the	intensity	of	what	we	did	and	the	way	we	

stylistically	fitted	into	a	number	of	different	shoes.	So	we	were	

singing	a	Renaissance	piece	in	very	much	a	Tallis	Scholars	style,	and	

then	we	were	singing	that	tricky	contemporary	piece,	the	South	

African	piece,	and	I	think	to	fit	all	those	shoes,	is	to	take	people	on	
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quite	a	big,	expressive	journey	through	the	evening.	So	I	think	to	be	

able	to	expose	people	who	wouldn’t	normally	come	to	hear	this	

music	is	exciting.	

Interviewer	 What	role	do	you	feel	choirs	from	the	first	part	of	the	twentieth	

century,	like	the	ones	we’ve	heard	today,	what	role	do	you	think	

they	have	played	in	the	development	of	the	performing	style	of	the	

Tudor	choral	music?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Very	little,	because	we	haven’t	had	the	exposure	to	their	recordings.	

That	cathedral	style	clearly	fed	into	cathedral	styles	all	around	the	

country.	The	notation	has	held	people	back	as	well.	That’s	what	we	

all	did	until	we	heard	one-to-a-part	groups	doing	it,	until	we	heard	

some	sort	of	period	specialists	doing	it.	Ask	yourself,	who	was	the	

period	specialist?	We	all	know	who	it	was	in	the	instrumental	world.	

Who	was	it	in	the	vocal	world?	I	always	thought	of	the	Deller	

Consort	as	the	first	group.	Well,	that	clearly	isn’t	the	case.	You’ve	

shown	me	this	group.	I'll	look	them	up.	I’ll	be	interested	in	how	long	

they’d	performed	and	did	they	have	a	lot	of	change	of	personnel,	

‘cause	the	Dellers	came	from	the	'50s	or	was	it	the	'60s?	They’ve	

had	their	50th	anniversary	not	that	long	ago,	so	that	would	be	the	

mid-‘60s.	Scholars	start	at	the	same	time,	so	clearly,	the	one-to-a-

part	ensembles	have	always	sung	sacred	music	as	well,	and	because	

it’s	one-to-a-part,	the	simple	fact	that	you	couldn’t	take	one	breath	

per	phrase	is	going	to	affect	their	speeds.	It’s	the	speeds	that	lead	to	

a	re-examination	of	the	harmonic	rhythm,	and	the	speed,	the	things	

that	should	more	naturally	go.	Clearly,	Tallis	Scholars,	Clerkes	of	

Oxenford,	that’s,	I	suppose,	the	first	period	specialist,	and	despite	

for	the	fact	they	were	founded	on	a	sort	of	lie	of	this	needing	to	

stick	everything	pre-reformation	up	a	minor	third.	

Interviewer	 So	when	you	hear	the	recordings,	do	you	hear	them	as	sort	of	a	

tangent	or	not	part	of	the	same	line	of	development?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 I	hear	them	as	that’s	where	the	music	should	be.	The	music	should	

be	in	church,	and	I	hear	them	getting	to	grips	with	something	they	

don’t	quite	understand.	

Interviewer	 And	it’s	that	lack	of	understanding	that	means	you	don’t	feel	that	

they're	part	of	the	development?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 No,	I’m	sure	it	started	there.	But	I	don’t	get	the	feeling	that	it	was	a	
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gradual	movement,	that	people,	over	a	couple	of	years,	you	know,	

the	next	year,	they	might	have	performed	This	Day	a	little	faster.	I	

think	a	new	conductor	will	have	come	in	at	some	point	and	done	

things	differently.	Certainly,	that	was	the	case	at	Hereford,	when	

Roy	Massey	left.	The	new	guy	came	in,	and	he	will	have	just	done	

things	differently	because	he	comes	from	a	different	background.	

Interviewer	 I	have	one	more	quote.	This	is	from	a	contemporary	academic,	and	

he	was	actually	talking	about	recordings	of	medieval	church	music,	

also	from	the	first	half	of	the	twentieth	century,	and	he	says:	

...it	is	tempting	to	go	on	to	say	that	the	ensemble	singing	in	

these	recordings,	whether	from	the	1930s	or	the	1950s,	is	so	

execrable	in	imprecision	of	pitch	and	timing	that	it	is	hardly	

surprising	that	unaccompanied	performance	was	not	taken	

seriously	as	a	general	medieval	practice…	

And	my	question	is,	do	you	think	these	types	of	comments	can	be	

applied	to	the	music	I’ve	played	you	today,	to	the	recordings	of	

Tudor	music	from	this	period?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 No.	You	could	have	a	really	rough	performance	of	a	piece	of	music	

with	bad	tuning,	not	very	good	voices,	but	still	totally	understood	

the	music.	What	the	last	piece	there	did	was	use	some	quite	good	

voices,	not	having	understood	the	music.	I	think	once	you	get	to	the	

core	of	a	piece	of	music,	once	you	understand	it,	then	it	doesn’t	

really	matter	if	the	particular	voices	are	brilliant	on	it.	If	the	piece	

can	exist	under	its	own	terms,	then	it	ought	to	shine.	

Interviewer	 With	some	of	those	recordings,	did	they	manage	to	do	that	for	you?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yeah,	absolutely.	Both	in	The	English	Singers.	The	first	one,	the	Ave	

is	a	less	complicated	piece.	The	more	people	you	have	doing	

something,	the	more	they	get	better	at	it.	The	art	form	is	never	

taken	seriously	until	you	get	top	performers	on	it.	That’s	certainly	

true,	but	also,	I	think	a	piece	like	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born	is	of	itself	

not	a	choral	piece.	It’s	a	one-to-a-part	piece,	whereas	Ave	Verum,	

you	can	do	it	many	different	ways.	

Interviewer	 And	final	two	questions.	The	repertoire	I’ve	played	you	today,	these	

pieces	of	Byrd,	do	you	consider	this	repertoire	to	be	part	of	early	

music?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yeah.	It	is,	isn't	it?	It's	fifteenth,	sixteenth,	I	forget,	it's	got	to	be	
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between	1588	and	1611.	

Interviewer	 And	lastly,	these	recordings	and	these	choirs	we've	heard,	do	you	

feel	they	have	a	role	in	the	development	of	early	music?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Do	you	mean	that	they	have	helped	to	get	us	to	where	we	are	now?	

Interviewer	 Yes.	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yeah.	You've	got	to	start	from	somewhere.	And	you	know	I’d	say	

there	were	some	really	interesting	things,	but	they've	never	

affected	my	development.	

Interviewer	 Oh	no,	but	overall?	

Robert	Hollingworth	 Yeah,	because	it's	the	1920s	when	all	the	Fellowes	editions	were	

coming	out,	and	that's	what	they	would	have	performed	from,	I	

assume.	Some	of	these	questions,	I	don't	think	my	opinion	matters	

very	much.	I'm	just	parrying	a	response	to	them,	and	some	of	them,	

as	you	could	tell,	I	feel	very	strongly	about.	

Interviewer	 Thank	you	very	much.		
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APPENDIX	L:	INTERVIEW	WITH	JOHN	POTTER	

INTERV IEW	CONDUCTED 	BY 	EVA-MARIE 	MIDDLETON	13TH 	 JUNE 	2013 	

Interviewer	 Could	you	please	tell	me	how	you	first	came	to	be	involved	in	choral	music?	

John	Potter	 Well,	I’ve	done	it	since	my	father	was	an	organist	at	the	local	village	church,	so	I’ve	

done	it	from	about	the	age	of	seven.	Non-stop.	Well	no,	not	always,	until	my	mid-20s,	

I	guess,	when	I	did	other	sorts	of	other	music	rather	than	choral	music.	

Interviewer	 At	what	point	did	you	move	into	directing	choirs	or	at	least	becoming	more	

responsible	for	the	overall	sound?	

John	Potter	 During	the	1980s	I	suppose.	I	was	asked	to	coach	choirs.	I	don’t	really	consider	myself	

a	conductor	and,	like	a	lot	of	singers,	I	consider	the	conductor	perhaps	the	least	

important	part	of	an	enterprise.	And	one	of	the	things	I	do	in	fact	is	to	teach	choirs	to	

sing	without	a	conductor.	But	then	when	I	came	to	(York)	University	here	ten	years	

ago,	because	there	was	no	proper	chamber	choir,	I	did	by	force	have	to	conduct	to	

start	a	choir	then,	but	mostly	we	do	it	without	me	conducting.	That	probably	didn’t	

answer	your	question	at	all.	

Interviewer	 Was	this	a	skill	you	sort	of	learned,	you	just	picked	up	along	the	way?	

John	Potter	 Yes,	I	mean,	all	of	the	great	“English	conductors”,	choral	conductors,	are	self-taught.	

It’s	not	at	all	like	Europe	where	you	are	trained	to	be	a	choral	conductor.	All	of	the	

English	people,	from	Gardiner	to	my	colleagues,	basically	are	self-taught.	

Interviewer	 When	was	your	introduction	to	early	choral	music?	So	Tudor,	earlier?	

John	Potter	 When	I	was	eight	or	nine,	I	went	to	King’s	College	Cambridge	as	a	choirboy,	and	they	

do,	and	still	do,	all	that	repertoire,	so	again	from	a	very	early	age.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	identify	any	specific	influences	on	your	approach	when	it	comes	to	early	

choral	music?	

John	Potter	 The	biggest	influence	would	be	David	Willcocks	at	King’s,	Cambridge,	who	basically	

formed	the	way	a	lot	of	singers	of	my	generation	and	later	go	about	their	business	

really.	So	that	early	childhood	experience	made	a	huge	difference.	

Interviewer	 Any	particular	facets	of	it	that	have	really	influenced	you?	

John	Potter	 The	idea	that	you	just	sing	in	tune	and	phrase	things	and	the	importance	of	shaping	

the	text,	that	kind	of	thing.	

Interviewer	 And	when	you	came	on	to	direct	choirs	or	to	coach	choirs,	was	it	still	following	his	

leadership?	
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John	Potter	 No,	it’s	more	to	do	with	how	I	sing	myself,	but	with	the	directing	choirs	what	I	do	is	

encourage	the	choirs	to	create	their	own	sound,	so	more	like	a	kind	of	referee	if	you	

like,	or	a	consultant	rather	than	a	director.	I	don’t	have	a	sound	in	my	head	that	I	want	

to	do,	they	evolve	and	I	kind	of	encourage	them	to	go	with	that.	

Interviewer	 This	sort	of	facilitator	style,	is	that	something	you’ve	developed	yourself	or	that	you	

saw	someone	else	doing?	

John	Potter	 No,	something	I’ve	done	myself	I	think,	mostly	through	feeling	that	most	choral	

conductors	are	simply	just	waving	their	arms	and	singers	are	doing	the	work.	

Interviewer	 So	it’s	like	you’re	reacting	against	what	you	saw	in	other	people?	

John	Potter	 Yes.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	Now	I	have	a	couple	of	questions	in	this	interview	about	aesthetic	concerns	and	

for	the	purposes	of	my	study	I’m	using	the	term	to	mean	that	if	you	think	of	a	choral	

performance	is	being	made	up	of	blend,	tuning,	the	balance	between	the	parts,	the	

horizontal	versus	the	vertical,	the	text,	the	emotion,	all	these	different	elements.	I’m	

interested	in	knowing	what	are	the	major	ones	that	are	at	the	front	of	your	mind	when	

you’re	conceiving	of	a	choral	performance?	

John	Potter	 Well	I	think	it’s	only	if	you’re	working	with	amateurs	that	you	need	to	think	about	any	

of	those	things	because	I	think	a	trained	singer	or	trained	musician	would	

automatically	do	all	that.	I	sang	for	many	years	now	in	a	group	called	The	Hilliard	

Ensemble	which	is	famous	for	its	blend	and	all	that	kind	of	stuff.	We	didn’t	ever	

discuss	any	of	it.	And	again	I	think	that	that’s	why	an	awful	lot	of	conducting	is	

redundant	because	the	conductors	would	go	through	talking	about	all	that	stuff	and	

the	singers	just	get	bored	frankly.	Because	if	you’re	a	good	musician,	you	just	need	to	

sing	something	and	listen	to	it	and	then	you	put	it	right.	It	doesn’t	need	a	great	spiel	

from	someone	to	tell	you	how	to	do	it.	

Interviewer	 So	what	are	the	things	you’re	thinking	about	then?	

John	Potter	 I’m	just	enjoying	what	they're	doing	mostly	and	if	anything	sticks	out	as	being	not	

right	then	I	would	try	and	urge	them	to	do	it	differently.	

Interviewer	 Okay,	and	when	you’re	in	the	group	performing	yourself,	are	there	specific	things?	

John	Potter	 Well	you	listen,	I	mean	it’s	quite	a	subtle	thing	I	suppose	but	a	lot	of	work	I	do	is	

singing	one	voice	to	a	part	with	two	or	three	or	four	other	singers	which	doesn’t	have	

a	director	at	all.	The	way	that	music	works	is	that	everyone	is	giving	information	and	

receiving	information	the	whole	time	and	you	just	take	that	in	and	you	adjust	yourself	

on	a	kind	of	micro	level	as	you	go	along,	it	doesn’t	need	a	lot	of	talk.	

Interviewer	 So	I'm	getting	the	impression	that	it’s	mostly	about	the	conversation,	about	the	

responding	to	each	other.	
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John	Potter	 That’s	a	good	word,	conversation,	yeah.	I’ve	talked	about	negotiation	quite	a	lot	but	

it’s	very	similar.	

Interviewer	 If	some	one	were	to	go	to	one	of	your	performances	and	give	a	review,	what’s	the	

highest	praise	they	could	possibly	give	you?	The	thing	that	you	want	to	be	most	

obvious	to	them	coming	away	from	your	performance?	

John	Potter	 Oh	God.	I	don’t	know,	it	would	depend	on	what	the	music	was.	

Interviewer	 Well	for	arguments	sake,	most	of	the	stuff	I'm	going	to	play	today,	it's	all	Tudor	music	

so	if	it	was	something	like	that.	

John	Potter	 I	suppose	I	have	to	answer	the	question	do	I?	

Interviewer	 Yes,	it	would	be	good	if	you’d	answer	the	question	or	give	a	reason	for	not	answering	

the	question.	

John	Potter	 Well	it’s	just	not	something	I	ever	think	about.	The	thing	about	any	performance	is	

that	it’s	kind	of	completed	in	the	head	of	a	listener,	and	a	reviewer	is	just	going	to	be	

one	listener	among	many	hundreds,	and	they’re	all	going	to	receive	something	

different	whatever	you	do.	So	I	suppose	the	answer	is	something	to	the	fact	that	the	

reviewer	understood	what	the	singer	is	trying	to	do	maybe.	

Interviewer	 Understood	on	an	emotional	level	or	on	a	theoretical	level?	

John	Potter	 No,	I	think	on	an	emotional	level	probably.	You’d	want	to	transcend	all	the	technical	

stuff	in	some	way.	

Interviewer	 Well	to	move	on	to	these	recording	I	have,	first	question	is,	do	you	have	any	

preconceptions	when	I	say	early	recordings?	

John	Potter	 Well	I	suppose	one	thing	I	should	say	is	that	I	make	an	absolute	distinction	between	

the	early	music	movement	and	history	because	they	are	very	very	different.	The	early	

music	world	is	about	history	as	we’d	like	it	to	have	been.	You	only	have	to	listen	to	

recordings	of	the	twentieth	century	to	know	why	it	all	goes	wrong	basically	when	you	

get	to	the	nineteenth	century,	because	everything	that	the	early	music	movement	

would	predict	from	the	Baroque	and	earlier,	when	you	get	to	nineteenth	century	

simply	doesn’t	happen,	it's	completely	different	and	basically	the	early	music	

movement	got	it	completely	wrong	as	far	as	history	is	concerned.		

Interviewer	 Well	you're	going	to	listen	to	some	early	recordings,	what	are	the	things	you’re	going	

to	expect	to	hear?	

John	Potter	 When	you	say	early,	do	you	mean	from	the	‘20s	or	earlier?	

Interviewer	 Yes.	These	are	from	the	1920s.	

John	Potter	 Well	I	would	expect	not	the	kind	of	very	pure	blended	sound.	I’d	expect	much	more	

individual	character	in	the	voices.	I’d	expect	a	bit	of	portamento.	Generally	highly	

characterised,	let’s	say	very	little	strict	tempo,	lots	of	rubato	probably	and	the	amount	
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of	those	things	would	vary	depending	on	what	the	choir	was	and	what	the	date	was	

and	that	kind	of	thing,	and	what	the	music	was.	

Interviewer	 The	next	question	I	have	is	have	you	listened	to	early	recordings	before?	

John	Potter	 I	have.	

Interviewer	 I	think	that’s	obvious	in	this	case.	You're	going	to	hear	four	recordings.	So	hopefully	

we’ll	get	through	all	of	them	then.	You’re	more	than	welcome	to	tell	me	you’ve	had	

enough	or	that	you’d	like	to	hear	it	again	or	you	can	stop	me	during	the	questions	and	

ask	to	hear	it,	so	all	of	those	things.	And	the	first	recording	I	have	is	of	Byrd’s	Ave	

Verum	Corpus	recorded	in	1924	by	The	English	Singers.	Are	you	at	all	familiar	with	The	

English	Singers?	

John	Potter	 Yes,	by	reputation	and	I	probably	heard	recordings	played,	I	can’t	remember	off-hand	

what	they	were	like.	

Interviewer	 One-per-part.	Toured	around,	internationally	successful	and	all	those	things.	This	is	

their	Ave	Verum	Corpus.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 So	what	are	your	first	reactions	to	that	recording?	

John	Potter	 Well	it’s	as	I	would	expect.	Is	that	the	oldest	you've	got?	

Interviewer	 For	this,	yes.	For	this	particular	period	because	I	was	looking	for	things	within	the	

same	decade	as	each	other	so	that	I	can	compare.	

John	Potter	 Because	by	the	‘20s	people	were	already	using	recordings	as	models,	so	it	would’ve	

been	typical	of	the	period.	Whereas	if	you’d	gone	back	20	years,	you	probably	

wouldn’t	find	other	recordings.	I	mean	all	the	things	that	are	there	embryonically	

would	have	been	much	more	present	20	years	before	seemingly.	And	if	you’d	listen	to	

two	or	three	different	ensembles,	they	would	have	been	very	different	from	each	

other.	Here,	already,	it’s	got	the	later	twentieth	century	choral	stuff	in	embryo	really.	

There’s	not	a	lot	of	vibrato	and	portamento	and	rubato	but	there's	some.	Have	you	

heard	the	recordings	of	Bairstow’s	Choir	at	York?	

Interviewer	 I’ve	got	one	actually	to	play	to	you	later.	Yes.	

John	Potter	 Yeah,	it’s	lovely.	I	know	that	people	like	to	hear	all	the	static	and	noise	and	stuff	but	I	

think	if	you	could	hear	it	without	that,	you'd	find	it	quite	touching.	

Interviewer	 If	that	was	a	performance	given	by	a	choir	today,	that	came	to	you	for	coaching	or	for	

some	help,	what	would	you	say	to	assess	their	performance?	

John	Potter	 Well	it	would	depend	what	they're	trying	to	do.	Again,	if	they’re	trying	to	do	

something	within	the	early	music	mainstream,	you’d	say	cut	out	the	vibrato	and	sing	

it	in	tune	and	sing	it	fairly	rhythmically.	But	if	they	were	trying	to	do	something	that	

might	have	been	like	a	Tudor	performance,	you'd	have	to	ask	them	to	think	about	the	
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things	that	you	don’t	like	in	that	one	because	the	chances	are	they'd	have	done	a	lot	

more	of	exactly	what	you’re	trying	not	to	do.	

Interviewer	 So	in	some	ways,	you’d	think,	if	they	were	trying	to	do	it	based	on	some	research	or	

something	as	to	how	the	Tudor	would	have	actually	sounded,	you	think	they’re	

actually	closer?	

John	Potter	 Yes	and	it’s	tricky	because	you	can’t	be	sure	of	anything.	But	broadly	speaking	the	

further	back	you	go	the	more	of	all	the	stuff	that	we’ve	taken	out	of	the	music	is	

present.	We	start	from	an	assumption	that	the	music	should	be	sung	straight	and	

clean	and	all	that	stuff,	but	that’s	because	in	the	1970s	that’s	what	we	decided	it	

should	be	like.	There	is	no	evidence	that	it	should	be	sung	like	that.	You	can’t	read	any	

source	from	the	sixteenth,	seventeenth	century	and	possibly	conclude	that	it	should	

be	sung	straight,	in	tune	and	in	time.	It	simply	isn’t	there.	And	we	assume	that	when	

we	see	a	written	note	we	have	to	hit	it	bang	on.	We	were	brought	up	as	children,	sing	

the	notes,	sing	what’s	there.	That’s	only	because	we’ve	been	taught	that.	There’s	no	

historical	evidence	that	that’s	what	happened	at	all	and	there’s	plenty	of	evidence	

that	it	didn’t.	If	you	look	at	even	someone	like	Caccini,	he’s	always	saying	“Don’t	start	

on	the	note,	start	three	notes	below	it”	or	something	like	that.	Could	you	imagine	

what	that	would	sound	like	if	everyone	did	that?	Everyone	would	think	you	were	

bonkers.	So	basically	if	the	ensemble	was	trying	to	do	something	actually	historically	

informed,	I	would	explain	how	to	do	it	but	warn	them	that	it	would	have	to	come	with	

a	health	warning	when	they	perform	it	like	that	because	everyone	will	think	they	were	

mad.	

Interviewer	 So	we	talked	before	about	your	aesthetic	concerns	or	perhaps	different	concerns	when	

you're	performing	your	own	music	today.	This	choir	didn’t	have	a	director,	but	if	you	

got	into	the	head	of	their	combined	aesthetic	mind,	what	values	do	you	think	they	

were	trying	to	bring	out	in	that	performance?	

John	Potter	 I	think	probably	something	fairly	undefined	about	the	beauty	of	Tudor	church	music	

and	probably	not	much	more	than	that.	Trying	to	make	a	sound	that	they	enjoyed.	

The	thing	is	when	one	approaches	it	from	an	academic	point	of	view,	we’re	thinking	of	

all	these	kinds	of	categories	and	parameters	and	all,	but	it’s	not	an	instinctive	way	to	

think	and	unless	they	were	doing	it	as	kind	of	an	academic	thing,	which	I’m	absolutely	

sure	they	weren’t,	they	simply	wouldn’t	think	that	way.	They	would	get	some	kind	of	

inchoate	satisfaction	from	making	the	phrases	work	and	feeling	that	it	had	worked	

when	they	got	to	the	end	without	perhaps	knowing	why.	

Interviewer	 So	it’s	something	about	beauty	and	more	about	the	style	in	general	as	opposed	to	this	

particular	text,	do	you	think?	
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John	Potter	 Yes.	I	guess	they	would’ve	known	what	the	text	meant	but	I	know	it's	very	unlikely	for	

them	being	fluent	Latin	speakers.	So	there	would	be	a	general	sense	that	this	is	a	

sacred	text	and	therefore	we	have	to	kind	of	sing	it	in	a	respectful	way,	but	again	I	

doubt	if	they	even	discussed	it.	They	would’ve	just	enjoyed	singing	it.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	Now	I	have	a	few	quotes	throughout	this	interview	of	reviews	of	the	recordings	

from	the	time	and	this	first	quote	isn’t	actually	a	review	of	this	exact	recording	but	it	is	

a	review	of	the	recording	The	English	Singers	produced	the	year	beforehand	of	another	

Byrd	piece.	And	the	reviewer	said:	

	The	singers	in	the	choral	records	are,	of	course,	The	English	Singers.	Individual	

criticism	is	out	of	place	in	discussing	an	ensemble,	but	I	feel	I	must	pay	tribute	

to	the	women	singers.	The	purity	of	their	tone	and	the	ease	with	which	they	

attack	and	sustain	high	notes,	are	a	real	refreshment.	I	got	more	joy	from	the	

top	parts	of	these	choral	records	than	from	lots	of	performances	by	the	

numerous	queens	of	song.	These	choral	records	are	fine	examples	of	the	

possibilities	of	individuality	in	team	work.	The	singers	are	extraordinarily	free,	

yet	the	ensemble	is	about	as	near	perfection	as	possible.	There	is	one	small	

blemish	in	the	matter	of	blend;	I	feel	that	more	real	bass	quality	is	needed	at	

the	bottom.	I	was	not	conscious	of	this	defect	when	listening	to	the	party	at	

first	hand	some	months	ago,	so	it	is	evidently	a	matter	of	recording.	

John	Potter	 Well,	I	would	have	thought	that’s	a	very	perceptive	review,	and	it	sort	of	confirms	

what	I	was	saying	about	it	being	embryonic,	later	twentieth	century	stuff,	because	the	

reviewer	is	writing	within	the	context	of	operatic	recordings	and	that	kind	of	thing	of	

the	time,	which	would	have	been	very,	very	different,	obviously.	And	what	you	get	in	

there	is	a	very	much	scaled-down	version	of	the	solo	singing	that	you	would	normally	

expect.	And	I	think,	certainly	compared	with	an	operatic	recording,	the	blend	is	

immaculate,	but	you	can	still	hear	the	individual	voices.	So	yeah	I	think	it’s	a	pretty	

fair	review.	

Interviewer	 So	those	terms	in	there,	the	idea	of	purity	of	tone	in	the	parts	and	individuality	in	team	

work,	are	those	comments	you	think	are	positive	comments	if	they	were	used	in	a	

review	today	of	one	of	your	performances?	

John	Potter	 Yes,	I	guess	so.	They	don’t	usually	say	anything	quite	so	specific	about	the	stuff	I	do.	

Interviewer	 You	wouldn't	be	offended	by	any	of	those	remarks	if	they	were	said	about	your	

performances?	

John	Potter	 No.	My	reviewers	are	usually	more	general.		

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	that	recording	again	in	light	of	the	review?	
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John	Potter	 No.	I	think	I’ve	got	the	gist	of	that	one.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	So	knowing	that	audiences	at	the	time	felt	that	way	about	the	performance,	

does	that	change	your	perception	of	the	performance	at	all?	

John	Potter	 Well,	that’s	what	that	reviewer	thought,	that’s	not	necessarily	what	the	audiences	

thought	and	no	it	doesn’t	change	my	perception.	I’m	agreeing	with	him	or	her,	I	think	

they	got	it	right.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	that	perhaps,	the	combined	

aesthetic	mind	of	the	group	was	going	for?	

John	Potter	 Well,	they	would	have	been	conscious	of	the	more	gross	vocalism	that	they	would	

have	heard	on	more	popular	records.	It’s	very	hard	to	know	what	they	would	have	

thought.	I’m	guessing	they	thought	it	was	appropriate	to	sing	the	music	in	a	more	

scaled	down	way	than	just	picking	it	up	and	whirling	away.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

John	Potter	 Oh	I	think	it’s	wholly	admirable.	Absolutely.	Yeah.	

Interviewer	 In	any	in	particular	ways?	

John	Potter	 Well,	I	think	it’s	a	pity	from	a	historical	research	point	of	view,	they	don’t	do	more	of	

all	the	things	that	we	don’t	like,	but	if	you	think	of	it	from	their	point	of	view,	they’re	

doing	something	really	quite	radical	and	that’s	a	good	thing.	

Interviewer	 So,	the	next	recording	is	also	of	The	English	Singers,	but	it’s	of	Byrd’s	This	Day	Christ	

Was	Born	also	recorded	in	'24.	So,	are	you	familiar	with	that	piece?	

John	Potter	 I	am.	

Interviewer	 So	just	to	get	an	idea	of	how	they	cope	with	the	different	style	of	music.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

John	Potter	 Terrific.	

Interviewer	 So	what	are	your	first	reactions	to	that?	

John	Potter	 Well,	in	many	ways	it’s	sort	of	similar	to	a	modern	performance,	except	that	they	

haven't	all	been	to	early	music	school	and	learned	how	to	do	it	properly.	That’s	

another	thing	that	I	think	is	a	point	worth	making,	that	they	wouldn’t	have	had	the	

same	pedagogical	context	which	partly	comes	from	the	individuals	and	their	voices,	so	

there's	not	a	kind	of	model	of	an	alto,	and	not	having	an	alto	is	also	a	great	thing.	

Tenors	shrieking	at	the	top	there.	But	basically,	because	it’s	a	fast	rhythmic	piece,	

they	come	down	for	the	quiet	bits	and	so	on,	that’s	more	or	less	what	a	modern	

ensemble	would	do.	So	the	differences,	I	suppose,	are	just	to	do	with	the	timbre	of	

the	individual	voices	and	how	they	fit	together.	But	you	can	tell	that	they’re	shaping	

the	phrases	and	all	that	kind	of	thing.	

Interviewer	 If	that	was	a	performance	by	a	choir	today,	is	there	anything	else	you’d	say	to	them?	
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John	Potter	 Well,	I	think	in	the	modern	context,	if	it	was	an	amateur	choir	you	would	think	that	

fine.	They’re	all	doing	a	very	committed	performance,	but	if	they	were	pros	they	

would	all	make	a	very	similar	sound,	so	you	wouldn’t	have	the	same	problem	as	it	

were.	Yes.	I	think	one	of	the	benefits	of	most	of	the	singers	that	I	know	who	have	

grown	up	singing	that	kind	of	music,	because	they’ve	done	it	from	childhood,	is	that	

first	of	all	they	are	very,	very	familiar	with	the	music,	but	they’re	also	very	familiar	

with	the	way	their	fellow	singers	are	likely	to	sing	it.	So	you	get,	mostly,	quite	high-

quality	listening	between	the	two.	I	think	these	guys	probably	aren’t	listening	in	quite	

the	same	way	because	they	don’t	have	that	collective	experience.	That’s	why,	last	

time	you	get	very	good	rhythm,	but	then	suddenly	you	get	something	that	seems	

“Why	on	earth	didn't	they	get	that	chord	together?”	And	it’s	probably	that	kind	of	

thing	that’s	at	the	root	of	that.	

Interviewer	 So	even	in	a	one-per-part	ensemble,	as	this	one	is,	you’d	want	it	to	be	more	uniform	in	

its	sound?	

John	Potter	 No.	I	wouldn’t	want	that	necessarily.	I	think	that	is	what	you	would	get,	put	it	that	

way.	I	think	what	would	be	really	interesting.	You	don’t	know	the	Red	Byrd	Christmas	

Anthems	Recording,	do	you?	Well,	what	we	tried	to	do	in	that	was	something	very	

similar	to	that.	The	other	thing	I	like	about	that	is	their	English	diphthongs.	There's	no	

attempt	to	do	proper	Italian	pronunciation.	Again,	the	further	back	you	go,	the	more	

English	the	languages	would	get,	English-sounding.	On	Red	Byrd	Christmas	Verse	

Anthems	what	we	did	was	to	try	and	get	this	individuality.	We	tried	to	use	our	local	

accents	for	a	start,	that	we	are	born	with.	Not	easy	because	we’re	all	basically	RP	

speakers	now.	And	we	let	the	music	kind	of	drive	itself	from	that.	So	it	sounds	pretty	

rough	by	conventional	early	music	standards	but	it	has	a	lot	of	life	to	it.	We	were	

trying	to	get	away	from	our	collective	experience,	in	other	words,	and	back	to	

something	where	you	would	have	had	a	different	sort	of	socio-musical	context.	

Interviewer	 So	something	that	we’d	have	to	work	at	to	get	today	is	obviously	something	they	

have?	

John	Potter	 Exactly.	Yes.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	So,	again,	putting	yourself	into	the	head	of	their	collective	mind,	what	aesthetic	

values	do	you	think	they	were	trying	to	bring	to	this	performance?	

John	Potter	 Well,	again,	I	don’t	think	they	would’ve	thought,	they'd	have	just	done	it,	as	I	would	

have	done	when	I	was	a	child,	really.	You	just	go	for	it	and	it	rocks	along	and,	you	

know.	

Interviewer	 So	they’re	just	thinking	a	rollicking	good	time?	

John	Potter	 Yeah,	absolutely,	I	would	have	thought.	I	mean	you	would	make	some	very	vague	
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connections	between	being	joyful	and	sad	and	stuff,	but	I	would	have	thought	not	

much	more	than	that.	

Interviewer	 So,	I’ve	got	another	quote.	This	time,	it’s	of	a	live	performance	The	English	Singers	

gave.	And	it	says:	

Among	the	audience	were	to	be	noticed	leading	members	of	society	and	

representatives	of	the	intellectual	world,	all	of	whom	enjoyed	not	only	the	

singing,	marked	for	its	perfect	unanimity	of	nuance	and	interpretation,	but	

also	the	madrigals,	motets,	ballets,	and	duets	by	Byrd,	Purcell,	and	Weelkes,	

as	well	as	the	British	and	Irish	songs,	in	which	a	revival	of	a	literature	almost	

unknown	to	those	present	was	brought	to	their	notice.	

John	Potter	 Well,	again,	it’s	to	do	with	the	context	really	isn’t	it?	And	I	suppose	that	the	society	

members,	et	cetera,	would	have	been	used	to	enjoying	the	stuff	of	opera-like	

experiences	and	to	have	someone	take	this	music	seriously,	that	would	be	new	to	

them,	that	would	be	an	exciting	thing	I	think.	

Interviewer	 How	important	is	this	aspect	of	novelty,	not	in	some	circus	context,	but	in	the	fact	that	

you’re	bringing	something	new	that	the	audience	hasn’t	heard	before,	is	that	an	

important	factor	when	choosing	your	own	programs?	

John	Potter	 Yes,	it	is.	And	again,	it’s	sort	of	to	do	with	the	past.	Let’s	say,	before	recording,	where	

the	only	time	you	ever	experienced	music	was	when	you	were	in	the	presence	of	the	

musicians	making	it	or	you’re	making	it	yourself,	so	the	experience	of	music	was	very,	

very	different	from	today.	And	you	would	expect	it	to	be	different	every	time	because	

you	probably	wouldn’t	even	remember	what	it	was	like	the	last	time	you	heard	it.	And	

up	until,	let’s	say,	the	mid-nineteenth	century	or	so,	you	probably	wouldn’t	have	

heard	the	same	music	twice,	unless	you	were	going	to	an	opera	where	you	might	have	

heard	lots	of	performances	of	the	same	piece.	The	early	music	movement	is	obsessed	

with	a	very	small	number	of	composers	and	a	tiny	repertoire	which	it	likes	to	hear	

over	and	over	again.	

Interviewer	 Which	is	why	I	am	interested	in	why	the	novelty	is	still	an	important	aspect	to	you?	

John	Potter	 This	is	partly	why	the	early	music	movement	gradually	is	moving	into	the	mainstream	

and	instead	of	being	a	Radio	3	thing,	it’s	now	a	Classic	FM	thing	and	there's	nothing	

wrong	with	that.	But	just	from	a	musician’s	point	of	view,	can	you	imagine	what	it	

must	be	like	to	be	starting	out	now	as	a	singer	and	know	that	you	have	a	lifetime	of	

singing	the	same	four	pieces	by	Bach	and	Handel	and	Monteverdi.	And	when	you	get	

to	my	age,	I	tell	you,	you	have	to	say,	“I’m	not	ever	going	to	sing	any	music	by	a	

composer	beginning	with	B	ever	again!”	And	you	have	to	find	something	else	to	do,	
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you	have	to	find	something	new	otherwise	you	get	absolutely	bored	out	of	your	skull.	

So	novelty	I	think	is	important.	If	you’re	going	to	be	a	musician	you've	got	something	

to	say,	you	are	not	going	to	keep	saying	the	same	thing	over	and	over	again.	Sadly	an	

awful	lot	of	people	do,	but	it’s	a	complicated	question	again.	But	it’s	to	do	with	where	

you	have	a	whole	pedagogic	system	that	is	geared	to	producing	a	lot	of	very,	very	

competent	musicians	who	have	a	small	skill	set,	that	is	very	highly	developed.	Then	

you	get	a	lot	of	very	good	players	and	singers	who	would	all	do	the	same	thing	and	

that’s	what	happens	when	something	goes	into	the	mainstream	and	it	becomes	very	

popular.	And	then	if	you’re	really	interested	in	doing	something	new,	you	have	to	find	

some	way	of	circumventing	that.	That's	what	Red	Byrd	was	trying	to	do	with	this	stuff	

and	you	have	to	keep	on	doing	it	whether	people	like	to	listen	to	it	or	not.	And	I	think	

that,	again,	in	its	way,	I’m	sure	was	just	as	avant-garde	as	some	of	the	more	radical	

things	that	happen	now.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	want	to	listen	to	the	recording	again?	

John	Potter	 No,	thanks.	

Interviewer	 So	knowing	that	audiences	at	the	time	were	having	that	type	of	experience	that	went	

with	their	performances,	does	that	change	the	way	you	perceive	the	performance?	

John	Potter	 No.	I	don’t	think	it	changes	that.	It’s	interesting	to	hear	that	because	I	haven’t	read	

any	reviews	of	music	of	the	period,	this	sort	of	stuff.	So	it’s	interesting	to	know	that	

the	reviews	were	favourable	and	it	does	give	you	a	sense	of	the	context.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	that	the	group	might	have	been	trying	

to	achieve?	

John	Potter	 It	will	be	hard	to	do	that	from	just	that	one	piece.	I	know	I	imagine	they're	sort	of	

kindred	spirits	in	their	way,	just	trying	to	explore	new	ways	of	doing	stuff.	

Interviewer	 And	are	there	elements	you	admire	in	the	performance?	

John	Potter	 Well,	it	has	a	lot	of	life,	vigour.	It’s	mostly	in	tune	and	there	are	lots	of	good	things.	

Interviewer	 So	just	to	take	a	slight	detour	from	early	choirs	for	a	second	and	to	talk	about	

contemporary	choirs,	do	you	perceive	a	difference	between	choirs	resident	in	a	

particular	place.	So	at	a	chapel	or	a	cathedral	as	opposed	to	choirs	that	don’t	have	

particular	home	and	tour	around?	

John	Potter	 Well	certainly	in	England	the	one	sort	of	goes	into	the	other	because	you	get	most	of	

the	choirs,	like	The	Sixteen,	their	members	have	been	at	some	point	in	college	choirs.	

The	main	difference,	I	guess,	is	that	the	touring	ones	are	all	adult	choirs	whereas	the	

cathedral	choirs	have	boys	on	the	top	line	so	the	sound	is	different.	There	must	be	

advantages	and	disadvantages	to	having	the	same	people	day	after	day	or	not.	That	

would	depend	on	the	choir	and	the	conductor	and	all	that.	
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Interviewer	 Do	you	think	that	a	difference	would	have	been	more	or	less	pronounced	at	the	

beginning	of	the	twentieth	century?	

John	Potter	 I	would	say	from	my	memory	of	recordings	of	choirs	from	the	period	that	The	English	

Singers	is	a	more	refined	version	of	what	you	would	hear	in	a	cathedral	choir.	And	

certainly	descriptions	of	cathedral	choirs,	you	don’t	know	what	you	might	get	if	you	

turn	up	at	Hereford	at	4	o’clock	in	the	afternoon	in	the	middle	of	winter.	They	would	

have	rehearsed	on	that	very	specific	repertoire	as	opposed	to	the	same	stuff	that	

comes	around	once	a	year	which	most	cathedral	choirs	do.	

Interviewer	 So	sort	of	a	greater	difference?	

John	Potter	 Yeah.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	And	the	reason	I	ask	is	because	we’re	now	going	to	listen	to	recordings	of	

resident	choirs	at	the	beginning	of	the	century.	Starting	with	the	choir	of	Westminster	

Cathedral,	recorded	1929	and	they’re	doing	the	Byrd	Ave	Verum	Corpus	so	you	can	

hear	how	they	address	the	same	piece.	You’re	familiar	with	their	reputation	of	them	at	

this	time?	This	is	Lancelot	Long	is	conducting	this	piece,	so	it’s	just	after	Terry	has	left.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 All	right.	So	what	do	you	think	of	that?	Your	first	reaction?	

John	Potter	 Well	the	first	thing	is	you	can	just	tell	it’s	conducted	and	I	know	that	the	mic	was	

obviously	rather	nearer	the	bass	than	you	would’ve	liked,	but	the	bass	would	never	

sound	like	that	unless	he	had	turned	his	brain	off	and	was	just	watching	the	

conductor.	If	he	was	singing	without	a	conductor,	he	would’ve	thought	much	more	

carefully	about	what	he	was	doing	and	he	wouldn’t	have	sounded	like	a	foghorn.	And	

it's	sort	of	got	that	conductor-y	thing	where	you	can	just	hear	people	following	a	beat.	

Again	very	like	a	modern	performance	in	many	ways.	In	the	context	of	what	we’re	

talking	about	I’m	guessing	since	it’s	Westminster	Cathedral	it’s	a	sort	of	big-time	

London	choir,	post-Terry,	so	they	are	being	more	sophisticated	perhaps.	There’s	not	

much	portamento,	sadly,	but	the	magnificent	rallentando	at	the	end.	Not	quite	

together	again	because	they’re	just	not	listening,	they’re	following	the	conductor.	

Very	much	of	its	period,	I	would	say,	in	its	way.	

Interviewer	 So	if	that	was	a	choir	today	and	they	asked	you	to	come	and	listen	to	them	and	give	

them	some	advice,	is	there	anything	else	you’d	say	in	a	sort	of	assessing	what	they	

were	doing?	

John	Potter	 I’d	say	fire	the	conductor	and	just	take	the	risk	and	do	it	without	and	see	what	

happens,	but	they	wouldn’t	do	that	because	usually	the	conductor	is	also	the	

entrepreneur.	I	would	take	the	conductor	on	one	side	and	say,	“Look,	give	them	a	bit	

of	room.	Don’t	try	and	mould	to	your	own	will	because	then	you	will	get	30	brains	on	
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the	case	rather	than	just	yours	and	you	will	get	a	richer	result.”	

Interviewer	 So	what	is	it	about	the	sound	that	makes	you	identify	it	as	the	conductor	having	too	

much…	

John	Potter	 Well,	you	can	hear	lots	of	shaping,	it’s	not	the	kind	of	thing	that	a	singer	would	

instinctively	do	necessarily.	A	lot	of	it	is	very	un-nuanced	and	you	hear	different	things	

in	different	parts	that	they’re	not	listening	to	each	other,	so	they’re	not	responding,	

nobody	responds	to	the	bass	because	they’re	just	there	to	do	what	they’re	told.	If	

they're	having	to	create	it	themselves	and	think	the	whole	thing	through,	they	would	

sing	it	in	a	much	more	nuanced	way	because	the	way	these	things	work	is	that	if	

you’re	sharing	information	with	someone,	with	your	fellow	singers	rather	than	just	

with	the	conductor,	you	are	then	affecting	the	way	the	performance	goes	and	you	

have	points	where	you	can	influence	the	music	and	points	where	you	have	to	be	

influenced	by	somebody	else.	It’s	a	very	sophisticated	process.	It’s	difficult	in	a	choir	

but	it’s	not	impossible.	But	very	few	choirs	use	that	because	they’d	much	rather	just	

do	what	the	conductor	says;	and	that’s	fine,	it	provides	a	certain	sort	of	result,	lots	of	

people	like	it	and	everyone’s	happy.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	So	if	you	put	yourself	into	the	head	of	Lancelot	Long,	what	do	you	think	were	the	

aesthetic	values	he	was	trying	to	bring	out?	

John	Potter	 Well,	the	other	thing	is	because	it	has	lots	of	reverb.	Which	is	a	fantastic	modern	

fetish	because	this	shouldn't	be	done	in	a	cathedral,	whereas	The	English	Singers,	that	

sounds	as	if	it	has	been	done	in	someone’s	front	room.	So	he	was	probably	thinking:	

“This	is	magnificent.	Magnificent	music	in	this	magnificent	building	and	I	got	to	make	

it	big.	It’s	a	great	composer.”	So,	it’s	all	kind	of	elevated.	

Interviewer	 Big	and	heavy	and	solemn?	

John	Potter	 Yeah.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	So	I	have	another	quote.	This	is	the	actual	review	of	this	particular	recording	

and	what	happened	was	that	a	recording	from	Westminster	Abbey	was	released	at	

the	same	time	as	the	one	from	Westminster	Cathedral	so	he	compares	and	contrasts	

the	two.	So	I’ll	just	read	from	the	Westminster	Cathedral	section,	and	he	says:	

The	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	is	also	recorded,	and	inevitably	one	makes	

comparisons.	I	can't	say	good	things	about	the	music	of	the	Benediction	

service	-	very	ordinary	hymn-tunes	and	a	dullish	Motet	by	Eslava.	A	couple	of	

Byrd	Motets	are	a	better	test.	The	'	Ave	Regina'	opens	far	too	jerkily	by	the	

trebles,	and	I	feel	that	the	pace	throughout	is	too	quick.	The	fine	'Ave	Verum'	

is	better	in	every	way	deeply	expressive,	and	with	the	right	note	of	urgency	in	
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the	climaxes.	The	poignant	discords	-	where	Byrd	writes	F	sharp	against	F	

natural	and	again	B	flat	against	B	natural	-	seem	to	be	toned	down	somewhat,	

but	that	may	be	a	matter	of	recording.	There	are	excellent	men's	voices	in	this	

choir,	especially	in	the	bass	department,	but	I	very	much	prefer	the	Abbey	

boys.	The	Cathedral	treble	tone	is	too	hooty,	and	even	'	Amen	'	comes	out	as	

'Oomoo’.	

John	Potter	 Yes.	That’s	interesting	because	the	initial	vowel	they	started	on	was	a	very	deep	“ah,”	

almost	like	“ore”.	Look,	truly	I	got	it	wrong	about	the	bass.		

Interviewer	 It	seems	that	they	liked	that	type	of	bass.	

John	Potter	 Yes,	absolutely.	

Interviewer	 So	when	you’re	singing	in	choirs,	they	(the	1920s)	like	this	big	heavy	bass	sound	within	

the	blend,	how	does	that	compare	to	how	you	would	perceive	a	good	blend?	

John	Potter	 Well,	I	think	you	certainly	wouldn’t	want	one	or	two	individual	voices	to	stand	out.	I	

mean	you	either	have	everyone	highly	characterised	and	yet	somehow	blended	

together	like	The	English	Singers	or	you	have	something	that’s	more	of	a	kind	of	mish	

mash	of	the	whole	thing.	

Interviewer	 So,	this	is	somewhere	in	the	middle.	

John	Potter	 Yes.	I	mean	the	guy	might	be	right	to	do	with	the	actual	recording,	but	that	clearly	

produced	the	bass	sound	that	he	liked.	

Interviewer	 This	is	the	thing,	he’s	reviewing	the	recording,	not	the	performance	live.	

John	Potter	 Yes.	I	mean,	it's	interesting.	

Interviewer	 These	comments	that	it’s	deeply	expressive,	that	there’s	an	urgency	in	the	climaxes,	

are	these	things	that	you’d	like	said	about	your	own	performances?	

John	Potter	 Possibly.	I	think	it’s	probably	true.	I	can	imagine	that	they	would	have	found	that	

expressive	and	all	that.	A	lot	of	modern	performances	are	certainly	bland	and	I	would	

certainly	encourage	people	not	to	be	bland.	

Interviewer	 So	you’d	rather	they	erred	on	the	side	of	deeply	expressive?	

John	Potter	 Oh	definitely	yes,	but	there’s	a	big	difference	between	trying	to	extrapolate	on	the	

conductor’s	expressiveness	and	actually	feeling	it	from	within	yourself	and	combining	

that	with	your	own	musical	faculties.	Well	I	suppose	he	is	in	a	way	dealing	with	people	

who	want	to	be	told	what	to	do,	let’s	say,	so	you	get	that	certain	sort	of	

expressiveness	in	contrast	to	a	lot	of	modern	ensembles	which	I	won't	name	but	have	

very	famous	directors	and	have	singers	I	know	very	well	and	who	do	what	they	do	

despite	the	director.	So	you	do	get	it	in	some	modern	ensembles,	you	do	get	

expressiveness,	regardless	of	what	the	conductor	might	be	doing,	so	it’s	not	all	just	a	
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question	of	conductor	or	no	conductor.	There	are	sort	of	grey	areas	in	between.	

Interviewer	 So	when	you’re	talking	about	expressiveness,	I	get	the	impression	that	you	mean	more	

an	internal	expression	within	the	individual	singer	or	do	you	mean	that	sort	of	making	

it	visible	to	everyone	that’s	listening?	

John	Potter	 No.	Making	it	visible	because	it’s	tied	up	with	technique.	Listening	and	singing	

technique,	in	that	if	you	don’t	have	a	director,	for	example,	and	you	sing	a	chord,	and	

then	you	change	to	another	chord,	it’s	possible	to	have	a	chord	of	indeterminate	

length	and	then	change	exactly	to	the	next	chord	without	anyone	doing	anything.	As	

long	as	you	know	that	the	note	has	a	shape	and	if	you’re	listening	properly,	you	agree	

on	what	that	shape	is.	And	you	can	start	a	piece,	for	example,	simply	by	agreeing	in	

your	upbeat	breath	where	the	downbeat’s	going	to	come.	And	that	breath	is	not	

simply	just	a	way	of	communicating	but	is	also	a	part	of	what	you	feel	about	the	first	

word.	So	the	emotional	quotient	is	connected	to	the	communicative	process.	That’s	

what	you	get	when	you	get	singers	thinking	for	themselves.	It’s	not	what	you	get	

when	you’re	conducted.	So	there's	a	different	kind	of	art	emotions,	it's	not	real	

emotion.	If	you’re	Lear	and	have	to	be	blinded	every	night,	you’ll	go	mad	pretty	soon.	

So	you’re	synthesizing	it	in	some	way,	but	it’s	better	I	think	if	it	comes	from	yourself,	

from	your	own	sense	of	what	an	emotion	might	be	or	something	might	feel	like	rather	

than	what	you’re	being	told	to	do.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	that	recording	again?	

John	Potter	 No.	Thank	you.	

Interviewer	 Knowing	that	audiences	interpreted	the	recordings	in	this	way	or	at	least	one	reviewer	

did,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	the	performance?	

John	Potter	 No.	I	think	I’m	going	to	agree	with	the	reviewer	again.	I	think	you've	got	some	very	

perceptive	reviewers	there.	

Interviewer	 So	the	difference	in	time	hasn’t	changed	the	intelligibility	of	the	review?	

John	Potter	 No.	I	think	it’s	quite	interesting.	Again,	we	just	don’t	really	know	the	context,	so	it’s	

hard	to	know	really	but	I	think	he	sort	of	got	it	right.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	than	Lancelot	Long	might	have	been	

trying	to	bring	out?	Different	from	what	you	perceive	before	I	read	the	review.	

John	Potter	 No.	I’m	just	very	pleased	that	the	reviewer	got	it.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	Are	there	elements	you	admire	in	the	performance?	

John	Potter	 Well,	it	is	a	performance,	you	know,	they're	not	just	singing	it	through	and	he’s	

obviously	thought	a	great	deal	about	it.	So,	yes.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	And	the	last	recording	I	have	is	of	The	Choir	of	York	Minster	directed	by	Edward	

Bairstow	and	they’re	doing	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born	and	the	recording	was	made	in	
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'27.	You're	familiar	with	this	choir	at	the	time?	

John	Potter	 I	am.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 So	what’s	your	first	reaction	to	that?	

John	Potter	 Well,	it’s	slightly	conditioned	by	the	fact	that	I	did	a	paper	recently	where	I	played	an	

example	from	the	same	CD	that	that	came	from.	I	was	looking	for	examples	of	

portamento	and	there	aren’t	many	in	there	but	that	final	cadence	was	just	

magnificent.	The	other	thing	that	struck	me	was	the	proportion	change	in	the	early	

years,	driven	by	considerations	of	grandeur	I	suspect	rather	than	mathematics.	Again,	

it	has	this	sort	of	conductor	thing,	very	heavy	downbeat,	but	it	rocks	along	and	there’s	

not	a	lot	you	can	do	with	it.	It’s	kind	of	to	do	with	the	discipline	of	choirs.	There’s	

something	about	dealing	with	children	as	part	of	their	education,	so	there	is	this	kind	

of	discipline	thing	to	it	and	that’s	partly	where	we	get	this	business	of	having	to	sing	a	

right	note,	and	sing	in	time	and	in	tune	from.	So	it	does	have	this	sort	of	disciplined	

choir	thing	to	it	but	it	means	that	at	the	ends	of	sections	you	then	tend	to	go	straight	

on	to	the	next	one	because	you’ve	marked	on	the	copy	two	plus	one	or	whatever,	and	

then	you	go	straight	on.	Whereas,	back	in	history,	it	would	have	just	kind	of	ambled	to	

a	halt	and	then	gone	on	to	the	next	bit	when	people	felt	like	it,	but	yes	a	rollicking	

performance.	

Interviewer	 So	if	that	was	a	performance	given	today,	is	there	anything	else	you’d	say	to	them?	

John	Potter	 I	would	say,	“Make	it	more	like	the	last	cadence.”	Just	for	the	fun	of	it.	These	fast	

pieces,	they	basically	sing	themselves,	and	so	they’re	going	to	be	broadly	similar.	I	

mean,	the	ways	in	which	you	could	adjust	it	would	be	to	have	a	set	of	singers	that	

have	a	kind	of	pedagogical	background.	You	could	do	more	or	less	slowing	up	in	the	

cadences,	that	kind	of	thing.	You	could	have	more	gaps	between	the	sections,	but	

basically,	it’s	got	a	broadly	speaking,	similar	sound.	

Interviewer	 Okay	and	so	if	you	put	yourself	into	the	head	of	Bairstow,	what	aesthetic	values	do	

you	think	he	was	trying	to	bring	out?	

John	Potter	 Well,	his	choir	was	one	of	the	most	famous	in	the	land	at	the	time,	so	I	guess	the	

precision,	the	discipline,	and	vigour	I	think	that	critics	would	appreciate.	

Interviewer	 Well	I	do	have	a	quote.	This	is	of	a	live	performance	the	choir	gave	and	the	reviewer	

said:	

Byrd’s	‘Great	Service’	has	lately	been	sung	twice	at	York	Minster	–	an	ideal	

building	for	such	music.	The	performance,	under	Dr.	Bairstow,	was	notable	for	

its	rhythmic	life	and	its	expressive	–	even	dramatic	–	quality.	
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John	Potter	 Well,	terrific,	absolutely	right.	Yes.	The	dramatic	thing.	Because	modern	choirs	will	be	

trying	to	be	singing	it	straight	and	all	that	kind	of	thing.	It’s	difficult	for	them	to	get	the	

sense	of	drama	that	more	individual	voices	make	it	easy	to	do.	So	I	suspect	that	a	

modern	choir	hearing	that	might	think	it’s	not	well	blended.	Whereas	the	reviewer	

there	thinks	it’s	dramatic	and,	similarly,	those	people	hearing	the	modern	choir	would	

think	it	rather	boring,	so	it’s	just	a	question	of	the	relative	aesthetics	at	the	time.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	want	to	listen	to	any	of	that	again?	

John	Potter	 No,	thank	you	very	much.	

Interviewer	 Knowing	the	audience	at	the	time	felt	that	way,	does	that	change	the	way	you	view	

the	performance?	

John	Potter	 Yes,	I	suppose.	I	wouldn’t	have	thought	of	it	as	dramatic,	but	all	of	these	terms	are	

relative,	so	I	suppose	it	doesn’t	actually	change	the	way	I	view	it.	But	it	makes	me	

think	a	bit	about	what	these	words	actually	mean.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	in	what	Bairstow	was	trying	to	achieve?	

John	Potter	 Well	he’s	not	conditioned	by	the	early	music	movement	so	he	can	just	let	the	music	

rock	along	and	get	his	team	to	do	all	that	stuff.	

Interviewer	 And	other	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

John	Potter	 Well	it	has	lots	of	life.	Particularly	the	final	cadence,	which	I	thought	was	an	absolute	

masterstroke	of	miscellaneous	portamento.	I’m	not	being	sarcastic	in	any	way.	I	mean	

that	person	who	did	it	would	be	shot	today,	but	you	know	it	makes	such	a	difference	

and	it’s	so	expressive.	And	it’s	one	of	the	things	that	we’ve	just	decided	when	we	

invented	early	music	that	we’re	not	going	to	reinvent	that	one.	And	it’s	in	the	whole	

of	music	up	until	now,	even	-	listen	to	early	recordings	-	there's	very	few	that	don’t	

have	lots	of	portamento.	And	in	fact	I’ve	given	papers	in	Basel	where	I	played	some	

Adelina	Patti,	which	I	thought	was	hysterically	funny.	And	so	I	asked	if	they	taught	

nineteenth	century	vocal	style	and	they	said,	“Yes,	of	course,	we	do,”	and	I	said	well	

does	it	sound	like	that	and	they	said,	“No,	of	course	it	doesn't.”	You	know,	which	sort	

of	tells	you	a	lot	really.	

Interviewer	 Yes.	That’s	the	last	of	my	recordings,	so	I	just	have	some	overview	style	questions	to	

end.	Starting	with	do	you	think	the	performing	style	of	Tudor	church	music	has	

changed	over	the	century?	

John	Potter	 Well,	yes.	It’s	changed	in	that	it’s	a	long	and	complicated	thing.	If	you	were	to	listen	to	

recordings	from	every	decade	you’d	be	able	to	see	what	was	coming,	because	in	all	of	

these	recordings	you	played,	you	can	sort	of	see,	what	it	was	like	at	the	beginning	of	

the	century,	i.e.	with	much	more	of	the	stuff	that	we	don’t	like.	So	what	you’ve	got	

left	by	the	‘20s,	you've	got	the	drama	but	you’ve	got	reduced	vocal	extravagance,	but	
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more	the	drama	of	the	music.	Then	you	get	to	the	1970s	and	‘80s	and	basically	

everyone’s	become	an	Oxford	choral	scholar	and	the	music	has	become	much	more	

constrained,	much	more	blended,	because	there’s	a	market	for	it.	Also,	partly	to	do	

with	the	technology,	where	you	get	78	superseded	by	LP,	and	LP	by	CD,	and	then	

downloading	and	so	on.	At	each	stage,	the	sort	of	feature	of	capitalism	where	it	

functions	by	making	people	buy	what	they’ve	already	got.	When	you	get	the	change	

of	technology	you	then	have	to	re-record	all	sorts	of	stuff,	and	so	again	this	same	

small	set	of	repertoire	gets	redone,	I	suppose	in	an	increasingly	bland	way	as	

everyone’s	experience	gets	more	and	more	similar	in	terms	of	learning	how	to	do	it,	

and	the	ubiquity	of	recorded	models.	I	mean	the	sort	of	famous	ensembles,	

particularly	from	the	‘80s	onwards,	influenced	and	still	do	influence	the	whole	way	of	

going	about	the	vocal	process.	Either	you	can	have	a	small	voice,	you	sing	accurately,	

precisely	and	you	blend	and	all	this	kind	of	thing.	None	of	that	you	will	find	in	the	

literature	of	the	period.	People	like	Emma	Kirkby	and	the	early	David	Munrow	

recordings	where	you	get	a	sound	that	everyone	likes	to	hear.	It’s	very	easy	on	the	

ear,	and	the	early	music	movement	starts.	You	get	people	recreating	string	

instruments	and	wind	instruments	and	so	on	and	experimenting	with	the	sound.	Well	

singers	don't	ever	need	to	do	that	because	we've	already	got	a	sound	that	people	are	

very	happy	with.	If,	at	that	point,	people	had	actually	researched	the	singing,	the	

whole	history	then	of	the	early	music	movement	would	be	very	different,	but	we	

haven't.	And	even	if	you	go	to	a	music	college	and	you	learn	about	early	music,	if	you	

do	seventeenth,	eighteenth	century	you	read	Tosti,	for	example,	which	is	the	main	

source.	And	you	can	derive	from	Tosti	all	you	need	to	know	to	be	an	early	music	

singer,	but	you	have	to	make	sure	you	don't	do	quite	a	lot	of	what	he	says.	And	you	

also	have	to	assume	that	when	he's	talking	about	whatever	he's	talking	about,	he's	

telling	you	about	what	it's	actually	like	rather	than	what	he	would	like	it	to	be	like.	

And	the	critical	approach	to	sources	is	something	singers	simply	don't	do.	They	just	

take	the	bits	they	want	to	fit	in	to	a	modern	early	music	aesthetic.	I've	started	to	

wander	now.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	think	the	performing	style	of	Tudor	music	has	changed	even	over	your	own	

career?	

John	Potter	 Yes.	I	mean,	it's	generally	become	blander.	Choirs	and	ensembles,	you	can	identify	

them	by	the	kind	of	sound	they	make,	but	the	way	they	go	about	the	music	is	often	

very,	very	similar.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	So	different	overall	sounds	but	same	approach?	

John	Potter	 Yeah,	broadly	speaking.	
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Interviewer	 Have	you	noticed	differences	in	your	own	approach	to	early	repertoire?	

John	Potter	 Well,	I	tend	to	think	of	the	past	as	a	resource.	I	haven't	ever	tried	to	do	anything	that	I	

would	consider	to	be	authentic,	as	they	used	to	say.	Partly	because	I	don't	think	it's	

really	possible,	but	the	other	sort	of	argument	I	have	with	the	early	music	movement	

is,	I	think	it’s	slightly	fraudulent	to	try	and	pretend	that	what	you're	doing	is	a	

reproduction	of	fifteenth,	sixteenth	century	or	whatever.	So	although	I	have	read	the	

sources,	I	do	have	very	strong	ideas	about	how	I	think	it	would	have	been	done.	I	

don't	really	have	an	interest	in	actually	trying	to	do	that,	but	it	does	influence	the	way	

that	I	perform	things,	partly	because	the	creative	relationship	between	composer	and	

performer	is	very,	very	different.	The	composer	was	there	to	serve	the	performer,	not	

the	other	way	around,	and	the	performers	did	what	they	like	with	the	music,	and	in	

fact	all	this	music	that	we	think	of	as	being	a	cappella	choral	music	probably	had	a	

much	longer	life	cannibalised	by	lute	players	and	so	on.	Particularly	on	the	European	

mainland	where	for	a	composer	like	Josquin,	more	of	his	music	survives	in	tabulated	

manuscripts	than	it	does	in	vocal	manuscripts,	but	because	musicologists	can't	read	

tab,	they	get	a	completely	skewed	view	of	history.	I	have	been	brought	up	with	choral	

music	all	my	life,	so	it’s	there,	part	of	the	background,	but	when	I	switch	my	brain	on,	I	

try	and	think,	well	there	must	be	other	ways	of	doing	this	music.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	Do	you	think	the	expectations	of	listeners	when	it	comes	to	this	repertoire	have	

changed	over	the	century?	

John	Potter	 I	think	we've	all	been	seduced	into	turning	our	brains	off	and	wallowing	in	a	lovely	

sound,	particularly	when	it’s	got	reverb	on	it.	Very	few	people	I	think	listen	critically.	

Once	it	gets	to	the	kind	of	Classic	FM	background	music	thing,	it	becomes	a	very	

different	kind	of	aesthetic	experience.	

Interviewer	 So	over	the	century	then,	what	are	the	signposts	for	you	as	to	when	people	are	

listening	critically	and	when	they	haven’t	been?	

John	Potter	 Well	I	think	you	can	tell	from	these	reviewers	here.	The	listeners	are	having	a	new	

experience.	It’s	very	hard	to	have	a	new	experience	now	and	you	get	things	like	

Robert’s	[Hollingworth]	Monteverdi	thing,	you	find	new	ways	of	presenting	the	music.	

It’s	the	same	in	opera.	We	have	all	heard	Handel	operas	millions	of	times	and	you	do	

it	in	the	nude,	you	do	it	standing	on	your	head	and	that's	the	difference.	The	week	

before	last	I	was	in	Finland	and	I	chair	a	jury	on	an	ensemble	singing	competition	and	

I’ve	been	doing	it	for	20	years.	And	when	it	started,	we	had	separate	categories	for	

classical	singers,	amplified	singers,	non-amplified	singers,	and	so	on,	and	some	very	

fine	cliquey	German	groups	often	won.	But	over	the	years,	they’ve	become	

completely	eclipsed	by	the	amplified	groups	with	lots	of	technology	and	very,	very	
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skilled	jazz-influenced	singers	and	so	on.	You	can	see	all	the	creativity	going	in	year	

after	year.	The	classical	stuff	stays	the	same	and	it’s	withering	really	because	it	

doesn't	have	a	connection	with	most	people’s	real	life,	and	certainly	in	Finland.	Why	

would	you	sing	a	Byrd	motet	and	sit	there	in	silence	worshipping	it,	when	you	can	

hear	something	really	dynamic	that	will	give	you	the	same	sort	of	emotional	buzz,	and	

a	lot	of	other	things	as	well?	That’s	the	problem	that	early	music	has.	There’s	

nowhere	for	it	to	go.	You	can	broaden	your	market	and	the	record	companies	are	

trying	to	do	this	all	the	time.	You	can	dumb	it	down	if	you	like,	make	it	more	

accessible	so	you	can	make	more	money	out	of	it,	but	as	a	creative	enterprise	I	think	it	

has	its	limits.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	I	just	want	to	check	I’ve	got	the	right	impression	from	what	you’re	saying,	that	

as	the	audience	becomes	more	aware,	has	heard	this	type	repertoire,	is	more	familiar	

with	the	repertoire,	it	actually	breeds	a	complacency	towards	it?	

John	Potter	 Yes,	I	think	it	probably	does.	And	it's	a	generation	thing	as	well.	We	have	a	very	fine	

music	centre	here	and	one	of	the	things	that	struck	me	when	I	moved	to	York	was	the	

age	of	the	audience.	You	often	get	a	lot	of	young	performers	because	the	system	

generates	performers	by	the	dozen	or	the	million.	You	get	a	very	old	audience	and	my	

first	thought	was,	“God,	by	the	time	these	young	performers	get	to	middle	age,	all	the	

audience	is	going	to	be	dead.”	But	it	doesn’t	happen	like	that.	What	happens	is	when	

you	get	to	65	or	something,	you	start	going	to	early	music	concerts.	And	that,	again,	is	

a	big	difference	from	that	time.	These	were	experimental	things	and	people	

welcomed	a	change,	but	now	you’ve	got	a	kind	of	bland	early	music	that	becomes	just	

the	thing	for	pensioners	to	go	and	enjoy	and	wallow	in.	There’s	nothing	wrong	with	all	

that.	I’m	very	happy	for	them	all,	it’s	just	not	something	that	really	appeals	to	me.	

Interviewer	 What	role	do	you	feel	choirs	from	the	first	part	of	the	twentieth	century,	such	as	the	

ones	we’ve	heard	today,	what	role	do	you	feel	they’ve	had	in	the	development	of	the	

performing	style	for	Tudor	choral	music?	

John	Potter	 Well	I	think	people’s	memories	are	short	and	I	think	the	Second	World	War	was	a	big	

sort	of	caesura.	You	had	lots	of	women	left	behind	and	not	many	men.	So	the	music	

colleges	after	the	war	then	suddenly	got	this	influx.	So	the	whole	thing	got	disrupted	

and	I	think	it	really	reinvents	itself	probably	in	the	‘50s	and	‘60s.	It	probably	did	carry	

on	more	or	less	from	where	it	left	off	but	it	would	be	hard	to	trace	an	actual	line.	

Interviewer	 But	the	things	that	I	played	you	today,	can	you	hear	them	as	having	a	link	to	that,	or	

do	you	hear	them	as	a	tangent	that	they	were	heading	somewhere	else?	

John	Potter	 No,	you	can	definitely	hear	embryonic	late	twentieth	century	in	the	early	stuff,	but	I	

think	probably	only	if	you	know	what	it	was	likely	to	be	like	earlier	than	that.	If	I	didn’t	
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know	any	of	the	oral	history,	I	imagine	a	lot	of	modern	singers	would	think,	“Well,	

that’s	sort	of	decadent	and	unformed	and	out	of	control	and	generally	a	bit	chaotic.”	

But	if	you	know	that	20	years	before	that	it	would	have	been	even	worse,	then	you	

see	it	as	something	completely	different.	

Interviewer	 I	have	another	quote.	This	is	a	quote	from	a	current	academic	and	he’s	talking	about	

recordings	of	medieval	church	music	and	I’m	interested	to	know	whether	you	feel	his	

comments	could	be	applied	to	this	repertoire	as	well.	He	says:	

	...it	is	tempting	to	go	on	to	say	that	the	ensemble	singing	in	these	recordings,	

whether	from	the	1930s	or	the	1950s,	is	so	execrable	in	imprecision	of	pitch	

and	timing	that	it	is	hardly	surprising	that	unaccompanied	performance	was	

not	taken	seriously	as	a	general	medieval	practice…		

So	do	you	think	those	comments	could	be	made	about	the	repertoire	you	heard	today?	

John	Potter	 What	date	was	that?		

Interviewer	 That’s	Daniel	Leech	Wilkinson.	

John	Potter	 That’s	a	great	book,	actually.	I’m	surprised	that	he	actually	wrote	it	like	that	but	the	

thing	about	his	book,	just	to	digress	for	a	second,	is	that	he	was	the	first	person	to	

own	up	to	the	fact	that	they	all	got	it	wrong	basically.	Read	it	again,	can	you?	

Interviewer	 So	he	says:	

	...it	is	tempting	to	go	on	to	say	that	the	ensemble	singing	in	these	recordings,	

whether	from	the	1930s	or	the	1950s,	is	so	execrable	in	imprecision	of	pitch	

and	timing…	

John	Potter	 So	he’s	not	actually	saying	that.	He’s	saying	it’s	tempting	to	say	that?	

Interviewer	 Yes.	So	I’m	wondering	whether	you’d	be	similarly	tempted?	

John	Potter	 No,	I	wouldn’t	be	tempted	at	all.	But	I	can	well	understand	that	if	you’d	been	brought	

up	and	you’re	straight	out	of	music	college	or	whatever	then	you	would	think	that.	

The	whole	disconnect	between	the	early	music	movement	and	history	is	our	concern	

with	precision	and	pitch	and	all	that	kind	of	thing.	We	can	measure	it.	It’s	easy	for	us.	

Every	singer	has	a	tuning	fork	or	an	iPad	with	a	tuning	thing.	And	we	can	instantly	sing	

you	any	infill	you	like	and	we	do	it	every	day.	And	if	you	think	back	to	what	it	must	

have	been	like	in	the	sixteenth	century,	with	no	fixed	pitch	standard,	no	vocal	training	

in	the	sense	we	understand	it,	no	recorded	models,	no	means	of	hearing	any	music	

unless	you	are	either	singing	it	or	being	sung	to.	Very,	very	different.	And	we	just	have	

this	assumption	that	a	note	means	a	note	and	all	that	stuff.	If	you’d	been	brought	up	

in	a	society	that	thinks	portamento	is	a	good	thing,	then	that	will	be	the	way	you	do	it.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	consider	the	repertoire	I’ve	played	today,	this	Byrd,	is	that	repertoire	part	of	

early	music?	
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John	Potter	 You	mean	the	early	music	movement?	Part	of	the	repertoire	of	early	music	choirs	and	

so	on?	As	far	as	I	know,	yeah.	Isn’t	it?	

Interviewer	 Well,	I	have	to	ask.	And	my	final	question	then	is,	do	you	feel	these	recordings	and	

these	choirs,	do	you	feel	they	have	a	part	in	the	development	of	early	music?	

John	Potter	 Well,	it	depends	what	you	mean	by	the	question,	but	I	would	say	that	if	the	early	

music	movement	and	choral	singers	and	singers	in	general	paid	more	attention	to	the	

earliest	recordings,	that	would	be	a	way	of	some	sort	of	artistic	renewal	and	some	

more	acknowledgement	of	the	actual	past	rather	than	the	1980s.	That	would	be	a	

way	forward	for	early	music.	

Interviewer	 In	terms	of,	if	we	can	trace	back	early	music	choirs	and	say,	okay	The	Hilliard	Ensemble	

was	an	early	music	group,	and	The	Tallis	Scholars	they’re	an	early	music	group,	and	

The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford	are	an	early	music	group,	do	you	think	we	could	trace	that	

back	to	these	as	being	groups	part	of	Early	Music?	

John	Potter	 I	think	you	could	(trace	Early	Music	today	back	to)	The	English	Singers.	I’m	not	sure	

about	the	cathedral	choirs	because	the	cathedral	choirs	are	on	a	slightly	different	

track.	One	of	the	ways	in	which	they've	influenced	early	music	is	the	fact	that	they	

have	male	altos	and	they	are	part	of	the	reason	that	the	countertenor	has	become	the	

kind	of	sexy	modern	voice	that	it	is.	I	mean,	only	a	part	of	the	reason,	Alfred	Deller	has	

a	lot	to	answer	for	also,	whereas	historically	there’s	almost	no	evidence	for	that	kind	

of	voice,	but	it’s	become	very	much	associated	with	the	way	we	like	to	hear	early	

music	done.	So	I	would	think	of	the	cathedral	choirs	as	being	slightly	tangential	to	the	

early	music	movement	and	it’s	only	fairly	recently	that	they’ve	started	to	do	early	

music,	I	mean	in	terms	of	my	old	choir	King’s,	Cambridge.	I	think	under	Willcocks	and	

Philip	Ledger	they	did	things	the	way	they’ve	always	done	it,	and	so	did	Stephen	

Cleobury	when	he	took	over.	But	I	think	I	would	say	that	the	directors	of	church	

groups	and	college	choirs	began	to	see	the	recording	potential	in	paying	more	

attention	to	the	early	music	movement,	so	they	were	influenced	by	it	rather	than	the	

other	way	around	I	would	say.	

Interviewer	 That’s	my	final	question.	Thank	you	very	much.	
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APPENDIX	M:	INTERVIEW	WITH	PETER	PHILLIPS	

SKYPE 	 INTERV IEW	CONDUCTED 	BY 	EVA-MARIE 	MIDDLETON	16TH 	 JULY 	2013 	

Interviewer	 Can	you	tell	me	how	you	first	came	to	be	involved	in	choral	music?	

Peter	Phillips	 That	was	simply	by	singing	it	as	a	boy	at	my	school.	I	missed	out	completely	on	

the	cathedral	chorister	stage.	My	parents	didn’t	think	of	it.	When	I	got	to	

Winchester	College,	where	I	went	at	13,	I	was	involved	in	a	chapel	choir	that	

was	really	good	-	with	boys.	They	had	their	own	choir	school,	and	they	still	do.	I	

sang	tenor.	I	remember	the	piece	that	set	me	off	was	Gibbons’s	O	Clap	Your	

Hands.	That	changed	my	life.	

Interviewer	 It’s	good	to	have	a	piece	you	can	pinpoint	like	that,	isn’t	it?	

Peter	Phillips	 Yes	it	is.	It	was	a	split-second	fascination	with	what	I	was	hearing.	It	was	quite	

tricky	to	sing	but	it	didn’t	matter.	

Interviewer	 What	moved	you	to	move	into	choral	direction	in	particular?	

Peter	Phillips	 I	formed	a	little	group,	and	we	went	into	an	inter-house	competition	at	school.	I	

suppose	I	just	wanted	to	explore	more	of	the	music	that	by	this	time	had	got	

into	my	brain,	which	was	this	Gibbons	piece.	The	first	thing	I	ever	conducted	

was	Victoria’s	O	Magnum	Mysterium.	

Interviewer	 So	for	you	it	was	really	about	getting	deeper	into	repertoire,	was	it?	

Peter	Phillips	 It’s	always	been.	I	think	what	started	then,	and	has	not	changed,	is	that	I	always	

wanted	to	know	more	about	music	from	that	period,	the	polyphonic	repertoire.	

Even	to	this	day,	just	before	we	started	to	talk,	I	was	planning	a	program	that	

will	involve	music	that	I’d	never	heard	before.	Not	sure	anybody	has.	That	

schoolboy	fascination	with	collecting	things,	I	think	I	still	have.	

Interviewer	 The	next	question	I	had	was:	‘what	was	your	introduction	to	early	choral	music’?	

-		but	obviously	it	was	at	that	really	early	age.	Is	there	any	other	thing	that	really	

brought	you	into	the	early	repertoire,	in	particular?	

Peter	Phillips	 No,	not	really.	You	need	to	distinguish	between	Tudor	and	anything	else	from	

that	period.	Palestrina	obviously	isn’t	Tudor.	

Interviewer	 I	really	am	thinking	Tudor.	As	soon	as	you	say	Gibbons	I	guess	you	are	already	in	

there.	

Peter	Phillips	 Yes.	Quite	late,	Gibbons,	but	actually	all	we	ever	did	in	those	days	was	late.	

There	was	very	little	mid-Renaissance	or	early	Renaissance	going	on	in	those	
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days.	It	was	all	high	Renaissance.	

Interviewer	 Can	you	identify	any	specific	influences	on	your	approach	when	it	comes	to	

directing	this	early	choral	music,	Tudor	music	and	earlier?	

Peter	Phillips	 Nowadays	I	think	we	set	our	own	standard.	But	when	I	started,	I	was	very	

influenced	by	David	Wulstan	and	The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford.	He	was	really	my	

only	way	into	the	sound	I	wanted.	What	really	controlled	my	thinking	was	the	

ideal	sound	that	I	had	in	my	head	and	I	was	trying	to	recapture	that	sound.	I	still	

am,	every	time	we	stand	on	stage.	I	actually	sang	in	The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford.	

I’m	not	a	very	good	singer,	but	I	did,	and	the	sound	that	I	heard	around	me	was	

close	to	what	I	wanted,	though	certainly	wasn’t	it	exactly.	

Interviewer	 So	it	was	sort	of	standing	on	his	shoulders	to	move	on?	

Peter	Phillips	 Yes.	I	was	18	or	something	and	he’d	made	records	and	broadcast.	It	was	

actually	an	amateur	group,	The	Clerkes,	but	the	situation	in	1972	was	very,	very	

different	from	what	it	is	now.	

Interviewer	 Now	I	have	a	few	questions	in	this	interview	which	ask	about	aesthetic	concerns.	

Basically,	for	the	course	of	my	study,	if	you	think	of	a	choral	performance	being	

made	up	of	the	text,	the	blend,	the	tone,	the	amount	of	vibrato,	the	tuning,	the	

tempo,	the	emotion	behind	the	text,	all	these	elements,	I’m	interested	to	know	

what	are	the	major	ones	that	are	in	your	mind	when	you	put	together	a	

performance.	So	firstly	about	your	own	performance,	what	are	the	major	

aesthetic	concerns	that	you	have?	

Peter	Phillips	 This	can	actually	answer	so	many	of	your	questions,	especially	the	ones	about	

the	old	performances.	The	first	thing	you	need	to	address	is	the	sound	that	the	

group	of	singers	in	front	of	you	is	making.	Everything	depends	on	the	quality	of	

the	instrument,	and	I	do	see	that,	though	these	are	individuals	and	it’s	really	

good	that	they	are,	in	the	end	they’re	collectively	forming	an	instrument	on	

which	I	can	play	great	music.	The	important	thing	is	actually	the	sound	that	they	

make	together	and	whether	they	can	sustain	that	sound	across	the	whole	

concert.	A	keyboard	player	sits	at	his	instrument	and	automatically	everything	is	

in	place,	as	long	as	it’s	been	well	tuned.	I	demand	that	kind	of	high	specification	

from	the	singers	in	front	of	me.	The	next	stage	is	that	the	audience	will	think,	

“Wow,	this	is	a	sound	that’s	really	attractive,	seductive	even.”	Then	they	will	

want	to	explore	the	music,	which	can	be	extremely	complicated,	but	I	don’t	

want	them	to	be	put	off	by	the	complication.	I	want	them	to	be	drawn	in	and	to	

explore	the	music	at	any	speed	of	understanding	that’s	available	to	them.	They	

may	just	think,	“That’s	a	very	nice	sound.	I’ve	had	a	lovely	time.	I’ve	been	taken	
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out	of	my	little	world	and	put	somewhere	more	restful”	or	they	might	say	

“Wow!	Listen	to	the	counterpoint	in	that	one.”	An	eight-part	piece	by	Palestrina	

is	an	amazing	experience	if	you	can	hear	all	the	detail,	and	it’s	part	of	the	job	of	

the	instrument	to	convey	that	detail.	So	that’s	my	starting	point.	

Interviewer	 So	first	and	foremost	it’s	about	the	sound	of	the	ensemble	itself.	The	blend	and	

the	quality	of	the	voices	that	you’ve	got	there	is	the	first	thing	you	want	people	

to	think	about?	

Peter	Phillips	 That’s	right.	So	you	need	to	choose	them	(the	voices)	very	carefully.	I	don’t	run	

a	group	which	has	a	completely	fixed	membership,	but	the	deputies	who	come	

in	are	few	and	they	are	very	experienced.	We	occasionally	get	a	completely	new	

person,	but	these	deputies	will	know	just	as	well	as	the	regulars	what’s	going	

on.	When	we	started,	the	information	out	there	about	what	I	wanted	was	

minimal,	but	now	these	young	people	come	in	and	they	have	grown	up	with	the	

sound	of	The	Tallis	Scholars	all	around	them,	and	they	know	exactly	what’s	

wanted.	

Interviewer	 So	I	have	a	similar	question	now,	just	phrased	slightly	differently.	From	the	point	

of	view	of	someone	coming	to	one	of	your	performances	and	reviewing	it,	

what’s	the	highest	praise	they	could	give	you?	What’s	the	thing	you	want	to	

have	really	gotten	across	to	this	thick-skulled	reviewer	out	there?	

Peter	Phillips	 I’d	just	like	to	say,	before	I	answer	any	review	related	question,	that	I	don’t	

really	care	what	they	think.	What	I	least	like	is	that	they’ve	ignored	the	concert	

altogether.	As	Oscar	Wilde	said	“There’s	only	one	thing	worse	than	being	talked	

about,	that	is	not	being	talked	about.”	You	want	the	reviews	out	there	even	if	

they	are	bad.	The	point	is	that	it’s	very	unlikely	that	the	reviewer	is	going	to	

know	as	much	as	the	conductor	about	what’s	going	on.		

Interviewer	 If	there	was	one	thing	you	would	want	them	to	get…	

Peter	Phillips	 They	always	go	on	about	beauty.	It’s	always	perfect	tuning	and	perfect	balance.	

I	haven’t	had	a	critic	recently	that	said	the	tuning	was	awful	and	the	tenors	are	

too	loud	or	something;	I	haven’t	had	that	for	years.	They	got	a	bit	educated	and	

noticed	that	the	sound	is	made	up	of	good	balance	and	tuning.	I	suppose	what	

one	really	wants	is	that	the	reviewer	has	understood	what	I’ve	been	trying	to	do	

interpretatively.	It’s	not	good	enough	to	say	beautiful	or	heavenly.	The	kind	of	

thing	I	go	for	in	a	performance	is	to	get	to	know	the	architecture	of	a	long	

difficult	piece	like	a	Tallis	antiphon,	Gaude	Gloriosa	or	something.	If	the	

reviewer	picks	up	that	I’ve	got	that	sense	of	architecture	and	know	how	to	use	

it,	that	will	be	quite	advanced	criticism.	
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Interviewer	 So	we	now	move	on	to	talk	about	the	period	recordings.	The	first	thing	I	have	to	

ask	you	is	what	do	you	think	of	when	I	say	period	recordings?	Did	you	have	any	

preconceptions	about	listening	to	early	recordings?	

Peter	Phillips	 I’ve	spent	a	lot	of	time	with	these	early	recordings.	Timothy	Day	was	my	

predecessor,	organ	scholar	of	St.	John’s	Oxford,	and	I’ve	spent	a	lot	of	time	with	

him.	When	he	was	at	the	National	Sound	Archive,	I	worked	with	him	there.	I	

gave	lectures	for	him	using	the	resources	of	the	Sound	Archive,	so	I’ve	actually	

spent	a	lot	of	time	listening	to	these	early	recordings.	I	actually	know	much	

earlier	ones	than	these.	There	is	a	Westminster	Cathedral	one	from	1909.	

Interviewer	 Yes,	I’ve	got	that	one.	I	think	that’s	Palestrina,	isn’t	it?	It’s	quite	difficult	to	find	

ones	where	there’d	be	double	ups	of	the	same	piece,	so	that’s	why	I’ve	had	to	go	

slightly	later.	

Peter	Phillips	 That	almost	20	years	[from	1909	–	to	the	late	1920s]	makes	a	huge	difference	to	

the	technology.		

Interviewer	 So	you	are	familiar	with	The	English	Singers?	Were	you	familiar	with	The	English	

Singers	to	start	with?	

Peter	Phillips	 I’m	not	really.	I	think	I	have	also	come	across	them.	Do	you	know	who	was	in	

them?	

Interviewer	 I’m	afraid	I	don’t	have	the	names	with	me.	I	know	it’s	one-per-part.	They	had	

women	on	the	top	line.	They	were	a	professional	ensemble,	they	toured	around	

quite	a	lot.	So	the	basic	thing	I	want	you	to	get	is	that	they	were	one-per-part	

and	a	professional	ensemble	and	they’re	not	a	group	of	amateurs	at	the	time.	At	

this	point	I	usually	ask	people	to	listen	to	the	recording.	Would	you	like	to	play	it	

to	yourself	again	to	refresh	yourself?	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 So	what	are	your	first	reactions?	

Peter	Phillips	 Their	voices	are	actually	not	bad.	That	last	note	the	bass	has	to	sustain	while	

the	other	parts	resolve	the	cadence,	I	know	from	experience	that	that’s	actually	

quite	a	difficult	note	to	keep	in	tune.	It’s	quite	high.	It	carries	on	for	quite	a	long	

time,	and	basses	that	don’t	have	any	real	technique	just	fall	off	that	note.	So	I’m	

quite	impressed	with	that.	The	recording	sound	is	very	distracting.	You	can’t	

really	tell	what	they’re	like.	You’d	have	to	hear	past	the	crackle.	My	main	

criticism	is	that	they	don’t	really	sing	the	lines	legato	in	the	way	that	I	would	

have	them.	It’s	pretty	well	syllable	to	syllable,	like	a	madrigal,	and	each	syllable	

played	up.	So	the	mor-	of	mortis	was	overstated	rather	than	considering	the	

whole	line	as	a	melody	and	going	to	the	end	of	it,	which	is	what	I	call	proper	
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legato.	They	haven’t	quite	got	that	stylistically	yet.	Some	English	vowel	sounds	

are	a	bit	edgy.	I	think	their	Italian	is	quite	low	(in	pronunciation).	They	don’t	do	

the	repeat,	incidentally,	do	they?	One	interesting	thing	is	that	when	they	get	to	

that	lovely	miserere	where	the	two	middle	parts	start	and	then	the	two	outer	

parts	do	the	same	thing,	there’s	a	rhythmic	mistake	in	all	the	modern	editions	

that	I	have	ever	come	across.	It	shouldn’t	be	a	dotted	note	the	second	time.	I	

have	to	practice	every	time	I	do	this	piece,	because	it’s	quite	clearly	wrong.	It’s	

got	into	an	edition	that	must	be	subsequent	to	the	one	they	[The	English	

Singers]	are	using,	because	they	get	it	right.	That’s	very	interesting.	

Interviewer	 If	that	was	a	performance	given	by	a	choir	today,	is	there	anything	you’d	add	to	

your	assessment	of	it?	

Peter	Phillips	 Because	of	the	recorded	sound	you	can’t	make	that	equivalence.	You	can’t	tell	

what	they	would	really	sound	like	if	they	were	standing	in	the	room.	They’re	old	

fashioned	voices,	there’s	no	doubt	about	it,	but	they	are	real	voices.	They’ve	got	

good	voices,	they	just	use	them	in	an	old	fashioned	way.	I	think	it	would	take	a	

lot	of	sorting	out	to	get	them	to	come	up	to	modern	standards.	

Interviewer	 Is	that	changing	the	sound	they’re	actually	producing	or	the	interpretation	that	

they’re	giving?	

Peter	Phillips	 Both.	You	change	the	sound,	you	get	a	different	stylistic	interpretation.	They’re	

playing	it	up,	they’re	kind	of	imposing	meaning	on	it.	Actually,	it’s	a	really	simple	

piece,	but	it’s	hugely	effective	if	you	leave	it	alone.	That	lovely	“O	Jesu”,	it	just	

needs	to	be	sung	sympathetically	and	whilst	listening	to	the	other	singers	

around	you	and	making	sure	everything’s	just	in	place.	That’s	all	that’s	needed	

with	a	lot	of	this	music.	I’m	sure	they	come	from	a	madrigal	starting	point,	

which	I	suspect	was	current.	Also,	you	have	to	remember	that	people	in	1920	

would’ve	been	brought	up	a	very	long	time	before	that,	especially	in	the	

cathedral	choirs.	They	could’ve	been	brought	up	in	1850.	They	would	have	had	

a	high	Victorian	view	of	words	and	sound,	and	that	is	what	I	mean	by	old-

fashioned.	

Interviewer	 I	haven’t	come	across	any	evidence	for	there	being	a	conductor	for	this	group,	so	

I	think	it’s	more	that	they	just	sing	and	so	forth.	We	spoke	before	about	your	

aesthetic	values	when	creating	a	piece.	I’d	like	you	to	put	yourself	in	the	head	of	

an	imaginary	conductor	or	the	mind	that	came	up	with	this	particular	

interpretation	on	the	recording.	What	aesthetic	values	do	you	perceive	were	

they	trying	to	get	at	in	this	performance?	

Peter	Phillips	 I	think	I’ve	pretty	well	summed	up	what	I	think	they’re	going	for,	which	is	that	
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they	probably	think	that	they’re	doing	rather	well	compared	to	the	Victorian	

style	performances	that	would	have	surrounded	them.	The	music	that	was	

being	written	then	was	Edwardian	style,	big	noisy	choral	music	with	lots	of	

sliding	harmonies	and	so	on.	They	must	have	thought	that	by	cleaning	out	the	

harmonies,	which	Byrd	does	anyway,	and	then	singing	them	straight,	they	were	

being	very	modern.	Then,	as	I	said,	they	play	up	the	words,	to	the	detriment	of	

the	lines.	I	can’t	add	that	much	to	that.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	I’d	like	to	read	you	a	quote	and	this	is	taken	from	the	Musical	Times	from	

1923.	Unfortunately	this	isn’t	a	review	of	that	exact	recording	but	it’s	of	another	

Byrd	recording	that	they	released	the	year	beforehand.	So	it’s	of	the	same	

similar	recording.	And	the	reviewer	said:	

The	singers	in	the	choral	records	are,	of	course,	The	English	Singers.	

Individual	criticism	is	out	of	place	in	discussing	an	ensemble,	but	I	feel	I	

must	pay	tribute	to	the	women	singers.	The	purity	of	their	tone	and	the	

ease	with	which	they	attack	and	sustain	high	notes,	are	a	real	

refreshment.	I	got	more	joy	from	the	top	parts	of	these	choral	records	

than	from	lots	of	performances	by	the	numerous	queens	of	song.	These	

choral	records	are	fine	examples	of	the	possibilities	of	individuality	in	

team	work.	The	singers	are	extraordinarily	free,	yet	the	ensemble	is	

about	as	near	perfection	as	possible.	There	is	one	small	blemish	in	the	

matter	of	blend;	I	feel	that	more	real	bass	quality	is	needed	at	the	

bottom.	I	was	not	conscious	of	this	defect	when	listening	to	the	party	at	

first	hand	some	months	ago,	so	it	is	evidently	a	matter	of	recording.	

	So	firstly,	those	types	of	comments	about	purity	of	tone,	the	attack	of	the	notes,	

the	freedom	among	the	parts,	are	these	things	you’d	like	said	about	your	own	

performances?	

Peter	Phillips	 Let	me	take	it	one	by	one.	

Interviewer	 Okay.	Purity	of	tone,	is	that	a	comment	you’d	like	said	about	your	own	

performances?	

Peter	Phillips	 We’ve	been	through	decades	or	more	of	this	particular	one.	When	we	started	in	

1973,	if	the	critics	wanted	to	praise	us	they	would	say	that	the	women	sounded	

like	boys,	by	which	they	meant	purity	of	tone.	This	went	on	for	a	good	twenty	

years.	Actually,	it	doesn’t	compute	because	some	boys	sing	with	vibrato.	

Eventually	we	established	a	style	whereby	the	critics	clearly	thought	that	it	was	
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not	appropriate	to	say	this	anymore.	There	was	also	a	huge	deal	in	the	press	

about	women	being	women	and	not	being	boys.	Again,	it	took	many	years	to	

get	over	this.	This	purity	of	tone	thing	was	just	a	banner	that	was	waved	

around.	

Interviewer	 So	if	someone	said	that	about	your	performances	this	year,	would	you	take	that	

as	a	compliment	or	would	you	not	appreciate	it	being	said?	

Peter	Phillips	 It’s	so	much	more	complicated	than	that.	If	you	have	too	much	vibrato	you	

won’t	hear	the	detail.	Polyphony	consists	of	detail.	That	piece	[Byrd’s	Ave	

Verum]	doesn’t	so	much,	but	if	you’ve	got	an	eight-part	piece	with	loads	of	lines	

going	on	all	at	once,	it	must	be	clear.	Clarity	is	what	you	want,	clear	texture.	

Otherwise	you	won’t	hear	the	detail.	Purity	is	a	word	that	sounds	holy	and	

sexless.	I’m	not	very	keen	on	purity.	I	hope	it’s	not	the	opposite.	It’s	got	to	be	

something	like	pure.	It’s	just	the	inadequacy	of	the	language.	

Interviewer	 What	about	the	where	the	reviewer	talks	about	individuality	within	the	

teamwork?	The	idea	that	there’s	freedom	but	they’re	also	an	ensemble,	is	that	

something	you’d	like	said	about	your	performances?	

Peter	Phillips	 I	don’t	know	what	he	means.	It’s	just	another	ideal	that	he	has	imposed	on	

what	he	is	hearing.	It’s	like	saying	that	this	is	perfection,	an	interpretation	which	

can’t	be	improved	on.	That’s	just	what	he	hopes.	He’s	just	using	words	to	praise	

them,	which	is	fine.	I	hope	my	singers	when	they’re	interpreting	polyphonic	

music	feel	able	to	shape	their	lines	and	bring	out	the	important	highlights	of	

their	lines	without	me	having	to	indicate	it	all	the	time.	In	fact	it’s	impossible	to	

do	that	because	it’s	all	so	many	things	going	on	at	once.	I	hope	they	have	the	

freedom	to	bring	out	the	important	points,	the	high	points	where	the	words	are	

coming	through.	If	the	phrase	goes	to	a	high	note,	you	want	to	crescendo	up	to	

it.	I	would	expect	them	to	do	that	instinctively	and	not	be	deterred.	That’s	the	

kind	of	freedom	that	won’t	destroy	the	polyphony.	What	you	don’t	want	is	the	

thing	to	just	go	along	mezzo	piano	without	variation,	white	sound,	no	peaks.		

Interviewer	 Okay.	Now	at	this	point	I	should	give	you	the	opportunity	to	listen	to	the	

recording	again	if	you’d	like	to.	You	don’t	have	to,	but	would	you	like	to?	

Peter	Phillips	 I’d	rather	not.	

Interviewer	 In	light	of	that	review,	knowing	that	audiences	felt	at	the	time	that	way	about	

recordings	like	this,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel,	the	way	you	interpret	

this	recording?	Does	that	change	your	ideas	on	the	recording	at	all?	

Peter	Phillips	 Well	no,	I	heard	what	I	heard.	It	does	inform	my	impression	of	how	the	

reviewers	used	the	language	to	describe	sound	at	different	points	in	history,	
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with	a	different	prejudice,	a	different	understanding	of	what’s	going	on.	

Probably	it’s	hope	and	prejudice	all	mixed	up	in	one.	We	have	to	live	through	

that	kind	of	writing	now.	It	is	very	hard	to	put	into	words	and	use	adjectives	

responsibly	to	convey	anything	useful	about	what’s	coming	out	as	sound.	

Interviewer	 Does	hearing	that	review	give	you	a	different	idea	of	what	aesthetic	values	the	

group	might	have	been	going	for	in	that	piece?	

Peter	Phillips	 All	those	sentences	could	have	been	applied	to	a	modern	version	of	a	one-to-a-

part	ensemble.	Not	enough	bass;	there	might	be	a	recording	problem;	the	

sopranos	sang	the	high	notes	gently.	There’s	nothing	there	which	actually	dates	

the	thing	that	they’re	listening	to.	It’s	only	when	you	hear	it	that	you	realize	this	

must	be	very	old.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

Peter	Phillips	 I	admire	the	way	the	bass	held	the	last	note,	as	I	said.	They’ve	all	got	good	

voices.	The	women	altos	are	always	potentially	a	problem	in	polyphony	if	they	

sing	in	a	really	womanly	way.	There	was	not	much	vibrato	(in	the	recording),	

there	was	some	but	it’s	actually	quite	straight.	You	can’t	say	that	that	was	too	

full	of	vibrato	to	hear	the	chords.	I	could	hear	all	the	chords	and	you	can	hear	

where	they	were	slipping	out.	I	thought	in	that	respect	it	was	pretty	good.	

Interviewer	 So	we	now	move	on	to	the	second	English	Singers	recording,	the	This	Day	Christ	

Was	Born.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 So	what’s	your	first	reaction	to	that	one,	with	its	livelier	character?	

Peter	Phillips	 I	wouldn’t	say	it	was	too	hard	for	them,	it’s	just	that	the	pitch	in	the	recording	

of	it	is	very	high.	The	bass	has	to	go	up	to	something	like	F,	I	haven’t	got	perfect	

pitch.	It’s	kind	of	a	madrigal	strung	high.	It’s	slightly	unpleasant	to	listen	to,	I’m	

afraid.	It’s	just	all	a	madrigalian	anthem.	I	got	a	feeling	that	the	recording	may	

actually	make	it	better	than	it	would	have	been	live.	I	think	the	technology	

wasn’t	capable	of	capturing	all	the	squawking.	Yes,	it	probably	evened	out	some	

of	those	high	soprano	notes.	I	think	if	they’d	been	standing	right	there	in	the	

room	it	would	have	been	significantly	more	painful.	

Interviewer	 If	that	was	a	performance	given	by	a	choir	today	would	you	assess	it	differently	

or	would	you	add	anything	to	your	review?	

Peter	Phillips	 One	thing	I	thought	about,	I	don’t	know	how	old	they	were	but	they	don’t	

sound	young.	Choirs	today	try	to	sound	young.	You	don’t	want	an	old	sound	in	

polyphony.	However	old	the	singers	are,	the	ideal	is	to	get	people	to	sound	very	

fresh	and	youthful,	with	all	the	agility	and	pinpoint	accuracy	that	youthful	
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singers	have	these	days.	Cathedral	choirs	now	are	forever	trying	to	get	younger	

people	in	because	they	just	don’t	want	this,	especially	in	this	repertoire.	Of	

course,	cathedral	choirs	also	have	to	sing	high	Victorian	music	and	big	solos,	

and	such.	Those	light	baritones	that	come	out	at	university	won’t	do	for	that	

but	they	will	do	for	polyphony,	at	least	that’s	an	ideal	that	we’ve	got	going	now.	

These	people	sound	really	mature.	They’ve	got	mature	voices	and	a	mature	

delivery	that	somehow	makes	them	seem	twenty	years	older	than	any	modern	

version	would	sound.	

Interviewer	 So	again	putting	yourself	into	the	head	of	the	choir,	what	aesthetic	values	do	

you	think	they’re	trying	to	bring	across	in	this	performance?	

Peter	Phillips	 I	think	it’s	very	similar	to	the	previous	one.	I	think	this	is	even	more	obviously	a	

madrigal.	Presumably	they	did	this	in	one	take,	and	we	wouldn’t	dream	of	doing	

that	today.	We	probably	wouldn’t	dare	to	do	it	in	one	take.	I	think	at	the	

moment	when	they	transposed	the	hallelujah	into	triple	time	they	actually	do	a	

very	nice	note	there.	It	felt	ideal,	the	voices	sort	of	trail	a	little	bit	and	much	

more	gently	they	get	a	nice	rhythm	going	for	the	hallelujah.	I	thought	that	was	

quite	well	done.	That’s	because	the	hallelujah	sets	up	a	sound	world	which	is	

easy	for	everyone	to	grasp.	It’s	light,	happy	-	I	think	that	worked	very	well.	

There’s	some	vibrato	in	this	performance	and	the	last	chord	was	a	disaster.	

They	do	a	rit.,	which	of	course	they	always	did	in	those	days,	though	I	think	that	

the	worse	rit.–ing	period	ever	probably	came	ten	years	earlier.	There’s	a	

recording	in	the	sound	archive	conducted	by	E.H.	Fellowes	at	St.	George’s	

Chapel	Windsor,	where	he	doesn’t	just	rit.	at	the	end,	he	has	a	rit.	in	the	middle	

of	Gibbons’s	Hosanna.	Here’s	this	guy	who	informed	the	lot	of	us	when	we	

started	about	how	to	do	this	stuff.	All	his	editions	were	the	ones	we	used.	It	all	

seems	very	straight	through.	When	he	himself	gets	to	that	note	at	In	the	name	

of	the	Lord	everything	grinds	to	a	halt.	That’s	so	old	fashioned,	that’s	what	I	call	

old	fashioned.	They	[The	English	Singers]	also	do	this	to	a	certain	extent	at	the	

end,	and	the	last	chord	is	not	only	full	of	vibrato	but	the	tuning	of	it	is	well	

above	the	note,	probably	through	the	vibrato.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	think	that’s	something	they’ve	just	done	or	do	you	think	that’s	an	

intentional	thing?	

Peter	Phillips	 They	probably	all	arrived	very	relieved	that	they	got	to	the	end	and	that	it	had	

been	an	exciting	experience.	They	all	went	for	a	fantastic	last	chord	to	just	get	

through	to	the	finishing	line.	They’ve	lost	control.	

Interviewer	 I	have	another	quote	from	The	Musical	Times.	This	time	it’s	of	a	live	
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performance	that	The	English	Singers	gave.	And	the	reviewer	said:	

Among	the	audience	were	to	be	noticed	leading	members	of	society	and	

representatives	of	the	intellectual	world,	all	of	whom	enjoyed	not	only	

the	singing,	marked	for	its	perfect	unanimity	of	nuance	and	

interpretation,	but	also	the	madrigals,	motets,	ballets,	and	duets	by	

Byrd,	Purcell,	and	Weelkes,	as	well	as	the	British	and	Irish	songs,	in	

which	a	revival	of	a	literature	almost	unknown	to	those	present	was	

brought	to	their	notice.	

So	this	review	which	is	really	emphasizing	the	novelty	factor,	the	idea	that	this	is	

brand	new	material,	is	that	something	that	comes	into	play	when	you	put	

together	your	own	performances?	

Peter	Phillips	 It	probably	did	when	we	started.	The	difference	here	is	that	what	they’re	

commenting	on	is	secular	music.	What	they’re	not	going	to	say	until	many	years	

later	is	that	performances	of	sacred	music	in	the	concert	hall	are	new	and	

exciting.	What	they	found	exciting	are	these	ballets,	and	madrigals,	and	fa	la	las,	

things	that	were	light	hearted,	suitable	for	society	people	who	were	famously	

incapable	of	deep	thought,	especially	at	that	time.	It’s	pretty	much	as	bad	now.	

If	you’re	going	to	entertain	those	society	types	you	don’t	want	to	sing	Byrd’s	Ad	

Dominum	cum	Tribularer because	they’ll	think	that’s	not	right.	Slowly	I	think	

that’s	what’s	changed.	It’s	now	accepted	that	concerts	of	great	music,	which	

happen	to	be	very	serious,	can	be	non-orchestral.	That’s	now	accepted	as	being	

something	that	everyone	can	enjoy.	There	would	have	been	a	stage	when	it	was	

common	that	you	had	to	sit	through	an	entire	evening	of	Lamentation	settings.	

That	would	have	been	new	probably	in	the	‘70s	and	‘80s,	but	in	those	days	[the	

1920s]	I	would	have	thought	impossible.		

Interviewer	 So	even	when	you	said	before	you	were	just	now	putting	together	a	program,	is	

it	still	to	do	with	the	new	repertoire?	

Peter	Phillips	 There’s	always	this,	what	they	would	have	called	serious	church	music.	It’s	the	

stuff	you	listen	to	in	the	church	and	to	them	(in	the	1920s)	it	would	have	been	

inappropriate	to	hear	it	in	a	concert	hall.	It	was	written	for	church	worship	and	

that	brought	in	all	sorts	of	other	questions	about	whether	you	were	a	Catholic	

and	if	you	weren’t	why	were	you	listening	to	this.	If	you	were	a	Protestant	you	

would	listen	to	different	songs,	and	so	on	and	so	on.	All	that	has	gone	away.	I	

now	have	free	range	of	the	entire	polyphonic	literature	to	plan	programs	that	I	
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think	will	work	in	the	situation	that	I’m	being	asked	to	give	the	concert.	That’s	

the	international	scene	to	say	the	least.	We	do	it	in	Russia,	we	do	it	in	Japan	

where	Christianity	of	our	sort	doesn’t	apply.	I	was	just	now	planning	Portuguese	

repertoire,	which	is	always	particularly	interesting.	Lamentations	by	Almeida	

that’s	been	published	only	recently.	That’s	a	new	repertoire	for	everybody,	and	

we’re	going	to	sing	it	in	Évora,	Portugal.	This	is	how	the	whole	thing	has	opened	

up.	We’ve	got	access	to	all	this	stuff.	We’ve	only	scratched	the	surface	of	it.	And	

you	can	sell	it	pretty	well	throughout	the	world.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	weight	programs	heavily	towards	first	modern	performances	as	opposed	

to	doing	pieces	you’ve	done	before?	

Peter	Phillips	 No,	because	we	see	so	many	different	audiences	in	the	course	of	a	year	that	

almost	all	is	going	to	be	new	to	almost	all	of	them.	This	first	performance	thing	

is	a	bit	spooky.	You	just	don’t	know	whether	it’s	true.	Just	the	other	day	we	

were	asked	to	revive	a	mass	by	a	Welshman,	John	Lloyd.	This	mass	had	only	

been	edited	once,	in	1927	by	H.B.	Collins,	and	no	one	had	any	idea	whether	that	

edition	had	ever	been	used.	It’s	an	interesting	story	because	he	misinterpreted	

some	of	the	tenor	riddles.	The	tenor	part	is	laid	out	in	riddles,	which	seemed	as	

though	no	one	could	have	sung	the	piece	from	it.	So	I	stood	up	live	on	the	radio,	

I	said	this	may	well	be	the	first	performance	of	this	piece,	because	we’ve	had	a	

new	edition	made	and	the	only	previous	one	was	the	old	Collins	edition.	

Incidentally,	they	probably	didn’t	sing	it	in	Lloyd’s	lifetime	either	because	there	

is	no	surviving	version	of	it	with	the	tenor	resolved.	It’s	un-singable	as	it	stands	

as	you	have	to	read	Latin	riddles	and	solve	the	tenor.	It’s	a	game.	It’s	really	

amazing.	Of	course	we	didn’t	do	any	of	that,	we	just	paid	someone	to	do	it	for	

us.	That’s	a	very	good	example.	There	aren’t	many	pieces	like	that	left	that	

simply	have	not	been	touched.		

Interviewer	 There	was	one	other	point	in	that	review,	where	they	talked	about	perfect	

unanimity	of	nuance	and	interpretation.	Is	that	a	comment	you’d	like	said	about	

your	own	performances?	

Peter	Phillips	 Yes,	it	rather	goes	against	that	idea	that	everybody	is	free	to	do	what	they	like	

whilst	joining	in.	That	is	kind	of	an	ideal,	that	the	singers	feel	free	to	interpret	

their	lines.	Mind	you,	we	sing	two-to-a-part,	remember.	That	makes	a	big	

difference.	They’re	not	that	free	because	they’ve	got	to	agree	with	their	partner	

on	how	it	should	be	done.	One-to-a-part	is	The	Hilliard	style	and	all	those	

European	groups	-	Cinquecento	comes	to	mind.	I	keep	tripping	over	one-to-a-

part	groups	that	have	recorded	some	of	this	music	and	they	never	do	it	two-to-
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a-part	as	it	changes	everything.		

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	the	recording	again	in	light	of	the	quote?	

Peter	Phillips	 No.	

Interviewer	 So	knowing	that	audiences	felt	that	way	about	their	live	performances,	does	

that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	that	recording?	

Peter	Phillips	 Well	that’s	not	what	I	heard.	You	really	are	in	the	hands	of	the	recording	

technique.	I	don’t	know	how	they	did	it	in	1927	but	they	hadn’t	got	very	far	

with	it.	You	can	tell	that	some	of	the	people	in	there	were	even	inside	the	horn.		

Interviewer	 So	just	to	finish	off	with	The	English	Singers,	do	you	perceive	any	different	

aesthetic	values	that	they	might	have	been	trying	to	get	across?	In	light	of	that	

quote	about	what	their	live	performances	were	like,	do	you	think	they	were	

trying	to	go	for	anything	that	perhaps	you	didn’t	perceive	the	first	time?	

Peter	Phillips	 No.	The	quote	didn’t	tell	me	anything	other	than	the	interesting	thing	about	the	

society	people.	That’s	a	social	comment	but	it’s	an	interesting	one.	I’m	sorry,	

but	the	problem	with	critics	is	that	they	don’t	know	enough	and	they	haven’t	

got	the	language	for	it.	They’re	not	telling	us	anything.	It’s	pretty	naive	stuff.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

Peter	Phillips	 I	admire	that	transfer	into	hallelujah.	I	thought	that	was	quite	sensitive.	It’s	

sensitive	because,	at	that	split	second	there,	they	all	felt	the	same	thing.	

Without	a	conductor	that’s	difficult,	but	you	can	practice	it	with	voices	that	are	

well-tuned	to	this	kind	of	repertoire.	You	can	get	it	sometimes,	and	they	got	it	

there,	but	they	didn’t	get	it	very	often,	I’m	afraid.	Their	training	and	the	

surrounding	milieu	for	them	would	have	been	so	different	from	now.	What’s	in	

their	minds	is	not	helpful,	and	it	comes	out.	They’re	trying	to	clean	up	the	

sound,	but	they	haven’t	dared	change	the	pitch	of	the	edition.	They	should	

come	down,	and	they	haven’t	dared	do	that	because	they	probably	thought	

they	shouldn’t.	

Interviewer	 We’re	about	to	move	on	to	this	Westminster	Cathedral	recording,	but	just	for	a	

second,	I’d	like	to	return	to	contemporary	choirs.	The	question	I	have	is,	do	you	

perceive	a	difference	between	the	performances	given	by	choirs	resident	in	a	

certain	place,	be	it	stuck	at	a	cathedral,	or	resident	of	a	chapel	at	a	university,	as	

opposed	to	choirs	that	aren’t	tied	to	a	specific	venue	that	tour	around?	

Peter	Phillips	 Not	much	difference.	The	main	difference	is	that	the	cathedral	choirs	have	boys	

on	the	top	part.	No	professional	choir	that	tours	around	does	that.	These	

touring	choirs	may	use	only	countertenors,	but	they’re	on	the	alto	part.	In	fact	I	

don’t	do	that,	I	have	a	male	and	a	female	alto	making	up	the	one	line.	They	all	
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use	women	on	top	because	you	can’t	tour	with	boys	on	this	kind	of	scale.	It’s	

just	not	possible.	So	the	sound	is	bound	to	be	different.	Women	do	not	sound	

like	boys.	That’s	all	there	is	to	it.	Also	you	need	a	lot	more	boys	to	produce	the	

embracive	sound	that	well-trained	women’s	voice	can	produce.	That’s	the	main	

difference	obviously,	but	the	men,	of	course,	are	going	to	be	the	same.	They	are	

the	same	men.	In	my	standard	line	up	at	the	moment,	I	use	three	members	of	

Westminster	Abbey	Choir	and	two	members	of	St.	Paul’s	Cathedral	Choir.	But	

you	can	be	jolly	sure	that	when	they	sing	for	those	other	institutions	it	doesn’t	

sound	like	The	Tallis	Scholars.	

Interviewer	 Extrapolating	back	in	time	from	that	perspective,	would	you	expect	the	

differences	between	the	upper	parts	and	this	consistency	in	the	bottom	parts	

between	touring	choirs	versus	resident	choirs,	would	you	think	that	to	be	

consistent	in	the	early	twentieth	century?	I	want	to	know,	do	you	think	the	top	

parts	will	be	more	or	less	different	in	the	first	half	of	the	twentieth	century	and	

whether	you	think	the	bottom	parts	are	going	to	be	more	or	less	the	same?	

Peter	Phillips	 I	don’t	think	that	there	were	professional	choirs	in	those	days,	but	that’s	

interesting.	For	some	reason,	all	the	recordings	I’ve	heard	were	made	by	

Westminster	Cathedral,	Westminster	Abbey,	and	then	St.	George’s	Chapel	

Windsor.	These	are	the	really	early	ones.	Well,	the	men	will	sing	as	they	always	

sing.	Even	with	me,	I	don’t	think	the	men	I	use	sing	any	differently	for	me.	Yet	I	

think	that	Westminster	Abbey	was	and	still	are	two-to-a-part	on	both	sides.	So	

there	are	four	basses	but	they’ll	only	be	able	to	hear	the	guy	next	to	them.	

That’s	the	same	with	the	tenors,	and	we’ve	got	phalanxes	of	boys	in	

Westminster	Abbey.	I	think	all	the	basic	discipline	will	be	the	same	that	they	

need	to	work	with	the	guy	next	to	them.	It’s	up	to	the	conductor	to	make	the	

whole	picture	work	because	they	can’t	hear	it.	It’s	the	conductor’s	job	to	bring	

all	those	strands	together,	but	the	strands	will	be	very	different	with	a	boys’	

choir.	You	can	ask	James	O’Donnell	that.		

Interviewer	 The	reason	I	asked	that	is	’cause	we	are	now	moving	from	the	professional	

English	Singers	through	to	these	cathedral	choirs.	I	assume	you’re	familiar	with	

Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	in	the	1920’s	and	what	their	reputation	was.	

Peter	Phillips	 Yes.	They	were	amazing.	I	know	a	lot	about	it.	The	story	of	Richard	Runciman	

Terry	is	quite	sad	towards	the	end.	He	got	bumped	off	the	Tudor	Church	Music	

committee.	That	committee	in	itself	is	an	interesting	bunch	of	people.	Good	

stories	there,	you	could	write	a	novel	about	it.	

Interviewer	 So	if	you’d	like	to	listen	to	the	Westminster	Cathedral	singing	the	Ave	Verum…	
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Interviewer	 What’s	your	first	reaction	to	it?	

Peter	Phillips	 It’s	actually	quite	interesting.	Clearly	there	are	dreadful	technical	problems	with	

it.	All	you	hear	is	bass	tone,	and	it’s	sung	in	a	very	particular	way,	it’s	swept	

around	and	exaggerated.	My	impression	of	it	is	they	actually	do	more	in	terms	

of	accenting	important	syllables	and	picking	them	out.	The	question	is	whether	

they	mean	it	or	whether	they	are	just	doing	what	they	always	do	every	day	in	

the	cathedral	choir.	They’ve	probably	trained	themselves,	over	all	the	services,	

all	the	different	repertoires	they	do,	to	go	for	certain	syllables.	It	sounds	to	me	

that	there	was	more	interpretation	there,	more	of	an	attempt	to	create	a	

meaningful	atmosphere.	It	sounds	to	me	mechanical.	I	think	they’ve	identified	

certain	things.	I	missed	meaning	in	sound	of	the	mortis	and	the	O	Dulcis.	It’s	

what	comes	over	to	the	listener,	whether	the	interpretation	is	convincing	or	

not,	whether	it	sounds	genuine	or	not.	To	me	it	sounds	mechanical	and	slightly	

artificial.	All	those	rubatos,	it	becomes	a	cliché,	just	slowing	down	at	particular	

moments	as	you’ve	been	taught.	There’s	a	delicate	balance.	They’re	quite	good	

at	that	but	I	think	that	they’re	just	doing	it	without	thinking.	One	other	thing	is	I	

can’t	tell	who’s	singing	the	top	part.	I	can’t	tell	if	it’s	boys	or	women.	It	could	be	

anybody.	There	can’t	be	very	many	of	them	[boys].	He	[Timothy	Day]	points	out	

that	a	choir	wouldn’t	even	have	all	the	basses	there,	as	they	couldn’t	get	near	

enough	to	the	horn.	The	boys	were	put	in	front,	maybe	you’ve	got	four	or	five	

of	them.	I	don’t	know	how	they’ve	got	such	an	extraordinary	imbalance.	There	

are	dreadful	vowel	sounds.	I’ve	never	heard	anything	like	it.	Two	of	the	vowel	

sounds,	they	start	off	singing	“Or-ve,”	and	then	you	get	this	“mi-so-re-ra,	mi-so-

re.”	The	basses	aren’t	as	bad	as	the	others	actually.	This	is	extraordinary.	I	think	

you’re	getting	a	glimpse	there	of	a	much	older	world.	I’m	fascinated	by	that.	I	

mean,	the	1909	recording	of	Westminster	Cathedral	or	Abbey,	the	guys	who	

sang	in	there	could	have	been	alive	in	the	1830s.	They	were	probably	the	local	

butcher.	I	find	it	terribly	moving	that	that’s	what	I’m	hearing.	Of	course,	it’s	not	

very	long.	

Interviewer	 Is	there	anything	else	you’d	add	to	your	review	if	that	was	performed	that	way	

by	a	choir	today?	

Peter	Phillips	 Well,	I’d	rather	hear	them	singing	Stanford	in	A.	They’d	be	good	at	that.	

Interviewer	 Is	this	just	the	wrong	repertoire	for	them,	you	think?	

Peter	Phillips	 Well,	of	course	it’s	pioneering	days.	This	is	Westminster	Cathedral,	so	they’ve	

actually	been	through	a	lot	of	repertoire,	really	hard	pieces	that	we	still	think	
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twice	about	doing.	It’s	not	fair	to	say	that	they’re	completely	new	to	it	all.	

There’s	a	lot	of	rubato	and	I	presume	that’s	possibly	because	of	the	conductor.	

So	they’re	following	their	conductor.	An	unaccompanied	one-to-a-part	group	

would	find	it	more	difficult	to	keep	together	with	such	changes	of	tempo	mid-

phrase.	In	a	way,	I	think	that	if	you	went	to	an	English	cathedral	today,	not	one	

of	the	mainline	ones,	but	somewhere	like	Chester	or	Ripon,	you	wouldn’t	hear	

that,	but	you’d	hear	something	nearer	to	that	recording	than	you	get	from	any	

professional	group.	‘Cause	it’s	just	totally	unacceptable	in	the	way	things	are	

done	these	days.	The	public	wouldn’t	like	it.	The	public	are	educated	too	and	

we	rely	on	our	audiences.		

Interviewer	 They’re	not	accountable	in	the	same	way	to	the	audience.	

Peter	Phillips	 Exactly.	

Interviewer	 If	you’re	going	to	put	yourself	in	the	head	of	Lancelot	Long	who	was	conducting,	

what	aesthetic	values	do	you	think	he	was	trying	to	bring	out	in	that	

performance?		

Peter	Phillips	 I	think	he	was	trying	to	make	as	much	of	the	meaning	of	the	text	as	possible,	

and	to	him	that	meant	rubato,	accenting	words,	exploding	words.	All	you	hear	is	

the	basses	but	they	come	onto	certain	syllables	with	real	explosion.	That	to	

them	was	desirable	interpretation.	What	you	have	to	remember	was	that	

Renaissance	music	was	thought	to	be	very	simple.	Later	music	was	more	

difficult.	Bach	in	particular	was	very	hard	for	one	to	do,	whereas	Renaissance	

music	compared	with	that	was	really	simple.	I	think	that	it	is	very	easy	to	

overpower	Renaissance	music	with	that.	The	notes	are	simple	so	you	can	really	

go	through	it,	you	can	really	blow	it	out	of	the	water	with	exaggeration.	I	think	

there’s	a	danger	there.	I	also	think	this	thing	is	a	job.	I	do	get	the	impression	

that	they’re	going	to	go	back	to	the	cathedral	to	do	another	service	and	so	on	

and	on	and	on.	They’re	doing	a	job.	

Interviewer	 So	again	I	have	another	quote.	This	is	actually	the	review	of	that	precise	

recording.	What	seems	to	have	happened	is	that	Westminster	Abbey	released	a	

recording	at	the	same	time	as	a	the	Cathedral.	So	the	review	does	a	bit	of	

comparison	between	the	two.	I’ll	just	read	from	the	Westminster	Cathedral	

section.	And	the	reviewer	said:		

The	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	is	also	recorded,	and	inevitably	one	

makes	comparisons.	I	can't	say	good	things	about	the	music	of	the	

Benediction	service	-	very	ordinary	hymn-tunes	and	a	dullish	Motet	by	
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Eslava.	A	couple	of	Byrd	Motets	are	a	better	test.	The	'	Ave	Regina'	

opens	far	too	jerkily	by	the	trebles,	and	I	feel	that	the	pace	throughout	is	

too	quick.	The	fine	'Ave	Verum'	is	better	in	every	way	deeply	expressive,	

and	with	the	right	note	of	urgency	in	the	climaxes.	The	poignant	

discords	-	where	Byrd	writes	F	sharp	against	F	natural	and	again	B	flat	

against	B	natural	-	seem	to	be	toned	down	somewhat,	but	that	may	be	

a	matter	of	recording.	There	are	excellent	men's	voices	in	this	choir,	

especially	in	the	bass	department,	but	I	very	much	prefer	the	Abbey	

boys.	The	Cathedral	treble	tone	is	too	hooty,	and	even	'	Amen	'	comes	

out	as	'Oomoo’.	

So	I	think	it’s	interesting	that	even	they	at	the	time	didn’t	like	the	vowel	sounds	

that	were	being	used.	

Peter	Phillips	 I	think	he	picked	on	the	trebles.	I	can’t	hear	them.	All	I	hear	are	the	basses	

doing	these	very	extraordinary	vowel	sounds.	

Interviewer	 The	reviewer	seems	to	like	that	very	heavy	bass	tone.	How	do	you	feel	about	

having	that	much	bass	in	the	sound?	

Peter	Phillips	 Completely	unacceptable.	These	speakers,	this	machine,	your	download,	my	

speakers	…	maybe	the	reviewer	at	that	time	had	a	completely	different	set	of	

speakers	-	must	have	done.	But	as	it	comes	over	today	in	that	series	of	

reproductions,	it’s	totally	unacceptable.	

Interviewer	 How	do	you	perceive	of	blend	for	your	own	performances?	Do	you	prescribe	to	

the	larger	bass	sound,	smaller	sopranos,	or	how	do	you	conceptualise	blend?	

Peter	Phillips	 Blend	is	simply	all	the	voice	parts,	absolutely	not	only	the	soprano	and	bass,	

which	is	the	way	that	analogue	recording	made	us	listen	to	things.	Digital	

recording	means	you	can	hear	the	middle	parts,	which	are	just	as	important	in	

polyphony.	Gibbons,	to	take	an	example,	put	as	much	trouble	into	his	alto	and	

tenor	parts	as	his	outer	parts.	You	need	to	hear	them.	So	balance	is	when	no	

voice	sticks	out	to	the	prejudice	of	the	others.	It	sometimes	comes	through	

more	prominently,	to	shape	a	phrase,	but	overall	all	the	parts	should	be	equal.	

Modern	recording	is	basically	the	only	way	you’re	going	to	be	getting	that	

outside	live	experience.	

Interviewer	 The	reviewer	also	commented	on	how	deeply	expressive	he	felt	the	recording	

was,	and	the	urgency	they	were	able	to	give	to	the	climaxes.	Are	these	

comments	you’d	like	people	to	make	about	your	own	performances,	that	they’re	

expressive?	
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Peter	Phillips	 Oh	yes.	The	last	thing	you	want	to	hear	is	that	it’s	boring.	

Interviewer	 Would	you	like	to	listen	to	the	recording	again	in	light	of	the	quotation?	

Peter	Phillips	 No,	thanks	very	much.	

Interviewer	 Knowing	that	audiences,	or	at	least	this	reviewer,	felt	this	way	about	this	exact	

recording,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	the	performance?	

Peter	Phillips	 Well,	no.	No	reviewer	has	ever	changed	my	mind	about	what	I	hear.	I	hear	what	

I	hear.	Why	they’re	entitled	to	publish	their	opinion	I	don’t	know.	I	hear	what	I	

hear	and	that	reviewer	doesn’t	hear	what	I	hear.	The	fact	that	he	thought	this	is	

deeply	expressive	and	that	they	have	the	right	note	of	urgency	at	climaxes	is	

interesting.	That’s	an	aesthetic	judgement,	which	he	may	have	got	right,	and	

I’m	a	bit	jaded	in	my	opinion	that	they’re	going	through	the	motions.	I	perform	

with	singers	who	aren’t	giving	the	singing	any	thought	at	all,	they’re	just	going	

through	the	motions,	and	the	motions	involve	picking	up	important	syllables.	

When	you	get	the	word	mortis	and	I	get	“maww...”	in	order	to	make	it	sound	

dramatic,	but	it’s	not	necessarily	an	engrossing	interpretation.	I’m	not	sure	from	

the	way	it’s	recorded	that	they	are	really	thinking	hard	about	this	music.	I	fear	

they	think	it’s	just	very	easy	and	it’s	sentimental.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	that	they	were	going	for?	

Peter	Phillips	 I	like	what	I	hear.	It’s	so	unlike	a	modern	performance.	Aesthetic	values	I’m	not	

sure.	I	think	there	may	be	leftovers	from	the	previous	generation.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	that	you	admire	in	the	performance?	

Peter	Phillips	 No.	

Interviewer	 So	the	last	recording	now	is	of	York	Minster	directed	by	Edward	Bairstow.	

Peter	Phillips	 Yes.	The	man.	

Interviewer	 That	answers	my	question,	that	you	are	familiar	with	the	reputation	of	Edward	

Bairstow.	
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Interviewer	 So	what	are	your	first	reactions	to	that	recording?	

Peter	Phillips	 It	was	a	very	bad	recording.	It’s	a	very	bad	interpretation	of	it	and,	in	my	

opinion,	I	think	this	is	an	old	man	who	is	brought	up	in	the	Victorian	period	

trying	to	interpret	a	piece	of	music	in	a	style	that’s	appropriate	40	years	earlier	

or	even	more.	I	don’t	know	how	old	he	was.	He’s	actually	an	old	man.	From	his	

own	music	you	know	the	kind	of	thing	that	really	turned	him	on.	It	was	this	sort	

of	mystical,	kind	of	hazy,	kind	of	pre-Raphaelite,	great	music.	He	wrote	some	

wonderful	music.	But	he’s	applying	this	to	Byrd	rather	than	starting	with	Byrd.	It	

would	have	been	a	huge	ask	in	those	days	for	someone	like	him	to	get	inside	
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Byrd	for	the	first	time.	I	don’t	know	how	experienced	they	were	in	this,	Byrd	

was	performed	through	the	nineteenth	century	but	it	was	in	a	completely	

different	mindset.	It’s	just	old	fashioned.	It’s	the	most	unfortunate	piece	to	

apply	it	to,	because	it’s	atmosphere	is	light	and	bright	and	madrigalian.	It’s	a	

little	sad	to	see.	It’s	so	bad	in	its	interpretation	by	our	standards,	I	find	it	quite	

moving	actually.	He	should’ve	transposed	it	down	at	least	a	tone,	that’s	the	first	

thing.	The	basses	again,	well	dear	oh	dear,	they	go	very	high	at	one	point	and	

then	there	was	too	much	bass.	The	speeds	are	very,	very	slow.	He’s	done	the	

opposite	to	what	The	English	Singers	did.	I	suppose,	there	is	your	point	

comparing	the	two	versions.	The	English	Singers	had	a	good	speed,	wrong	pitch,	

couldn’t	balance,	not	satisfactory.	But	it	would	have	stood	up	as	an	early	day’s	

performance.	This	isn’t.	This	doesn’t.	The	way	the	hallelujah	is	made	to	trail	off	

into	the	sunset	like	a	dirge,	it’s	really	extreme.	Also	the	notes	are	too	long	.The	

singers	can’t	sing	long	notes,	you	may	notice.	They	either	fall	off	them	or	they	

produce	this	sort	of	mooing	noise.	There	is	a	sort	of	cow	in	pain	noise.	The	

vowel	sound	gets	distorted	and	then	they	don’t	sing	through	the	note	to	the	

end	of	the	note.	That	is	very	extreme.	

Interviewer	 Is	there	anything	you’d	add	if	you	were	reviewing	a	modern	choir	that	produced	

an	interpretation	like	that?	

Peter	Phillips	 It’s	impossible.	A	modern	choir	wouldn’t	know	how	to	produce	an	

interpretation	like	that.	We	don’t	have	the	voices	for	it,	we	don’t	have	the	

training,	we	don’t	have	Bairstow	standing	in	front.	These	people	don’t	exist	

anymore.	They	disappeared	60	years	ago,	80	years	ago.	I	think	these	people	

would	sing	Blair	in	B	minor	like	there	is	no	tomorrow.	I	would	love	to	hear	them	

sing	that.	

Interviewer	 If	you	were	in	Bairstow’s	head,	what	aesthetic	values	do	you	think	he	was	trying	

to	achieve?	

Peter	Phillips	 I	think	I’ve	probably	answered	that	one.	I	think	he	grew	up	in	the	cathedral	

tradition	of	those	days.	It	wasn’t	that	Byrd	and	Tallis	were	unknown	to	them,	it	

wasn’t	that	they	were	pioneering.	They	were	continuing	an	unbroken	tradition	

of	performing	Byrd	and	Tallis.	The	part	of	the	problem	was	that	there	were	no	

recordings	from	before,	so	they	had	nothing	to	compare	themselves	with,	they	

had	nothing	to	shape	up	to.	The	moment	recordings	come	out,	as	your	previous	

reviewer	pointed	out,	you	started	to	get	comparisons,	and	people	could	hear	

what	they	were	actually	doing	for	the	first	time.	It	took	a	few	years	but	they	

must	have	been	amazed	by	the	noises	that	were	coming	out	of	themselves	and	
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other	groups.	You	could	blame	the	recording	quality,	but	actually	that	was	quite	

rare.	What	the	reviewer	said	was	that	this	is	almost	perfect.	The	concept	was	

that	the	recording	sound	was	getting	nearer	and	nearer	to	perfection	all	that	

time,	that	it	was	jolly	nearly	there.	Then	we	had	stereo	and	then	we	had	the	

digital,	and	of	course	it’s	got	better	at	every	stage,	and	we	realised	it	wasn’t	

perfect	at	all.	Now	we	can	hear	how	imperfect	it	was.	

Interviewer	 I	have	a	quote.	This	time	it’s	about	a	live	performance	that	York	Minster	gave	

but	it	still	gives	us	an	idea	of	the	type	of	reception	the	choir	was	getting.	And	the	

quote	says:	

Byrd’s	‘Great	Service’	has	lately	been	sung	twice	at	York	Minster	–	an	

ideal	building	for	such	music.	The	performance,	under	Dr.	Bairstow,	was	

notable	for	its	rhythmic	life	and	its	expressive	–	even	dramatic	–	quality.	

So	firstly,	this	element	of	drama	is	that	something	you’d	like	to	be	said	about	

your	own	performances?	

Peter	Phillips	 Yes,	drama	is	good.	We	don’t	want	boredom.	You	don’t	want	it	to	be	hectic,	but	

if	it	does	have	quite	long	down	periods	where	nothing	much	can	be	done	with	

it,	you	should	accept	that	and	not	force	the	matter.	Palestrina	is	quite	famous	

for	not	being	very	exciting	all	the	time,	but	that	gives	the	opportunity	to	just	to	

hit	on	the	moments	that	are	exciting,	just	let	them	go,	and	I	like	that	sort	of	

music.	You’ve	got	to	accept	that	ordinary	time	setting	the	scene,	creating	the	

mood.	Then,	suddenly	you	get	a	section	which	is	exceptional	and	you’re	ready	

for	it.	If	it’s	all	down	time	I	would	suggest	you	don’t	do	that	piece.	

Interviewer	 Knowing	that	audiences	felt	this	way	about	the	type	of	performances	as	

Bairstow	was	creating,	that	they	were	really	rhythmic	and	that	they	were	very	

dramatic,	does	that	change	the	way	you	feel	about	this	recording?	

Peter	Phillips	 Well,	it’s	an	extremely	good	comment.	Yes,	it	does	change	the	way	I	feel	about	

it	in	a	way.	In	the	modern	sense	it	couldn’t	be	less	dramatic.	It’s	too	slow,	the	

balance	is	chaos.	You	can	just	about	hear	the	boys	when	they	go	up	high.	You	

can’t	hear	the	middle	parts	at	all.	There’s	a	booming	bass	all	the	way	through,	

and	squeaky	trebles	that	are	down	there.	Thumping	basses	and	squeaky	trebles.	

It	was	quite	dramatic	I	suppose	in	a	way,	but	it’s	not	what	we	want	to	hear.	

Then	this	amazing	interpretation	to	hallelujah.	That	is	so	counterintuitive	to	

what	we	think	now.	It	is	so	alternative	that	I	will	be	quite	interested	to	think	

some	more	about	it.	I	wouldn’t	dream	of	doing	it	like	that.	But	Bairstow	is	such	
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a	big	name	and	I	so	much	admire	his	own	work.	It’s	very	interesting,	it’s	like	a	

pre-Raphaelite	take	on	painting,	it’s	sort	of	hazing	up	and	putting	this	mysticism	

around	it.	The	way	you	do	that	in	music	is	to	slow	things	down.	Where	

everybody	else	will	crescendo	to	the	end,	you	create	a	dirge	out	of	a	hallelujah.	

It’s	really	quite	impressive.	

Interviewer	 Does	that	quote	lead	you	to	perceive	any	different	aesthetic	values	in	the	

performance?	

Peter	Phillips	 The	quote	said	expressive	drama.	It	was	a	Great	Service.	He	[the	reviewer]	

heard	it	live	in	York	Minster	and	it’s	a	huge	acoustic	in	York	Minster.	You’ve	got	

to	be	really	careful	not	to	take	things	too	fast	in	there.	It’s	a	wonderful	building.	

The	critics	and	I	are	not	using	words	to	mean	the	same	thing,	I’m	afraid,	unless	

he’s	being	ironic	and	I	don’t	think	he	is.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

Peter	Phillips	 Well,	sort	of.	Technically	it’s	laughable,	but	there	is	a	mind	at	work,	there’s	a	

design	behind	it.	As	I	say,	it	makes	it	so	different	to	anything	anybody	would	

dream	of	doing	now,	it	becomes	quite	interesting.	It’s	a	particularly	annoying	

piece	of	music.	It’s	always	High	Renaissance,	that’s	all	they	ever	did.	

Westminster	Cathedral	did	earlier	stuff,	but	then	almost	all	the	Anglican	

cathedrals	of	England	would	have	sung	Byrd,	Tomkins,	late	Tallis,	a	large	diet	of	

Weelkes,	but	Byrd	was	the	guy.	It’s	always	this	kind	of	music.	They	could	access	

madrigals,	it	was	in	their	minds	so	they	could	do	it.	It	was	accessible	to	them	to	

sing	in	a	madrigalian	style.	It	was	the	ideal	of	what	they	thought	of	merry	

England	and	all	that	stuff	which	was	completely	cock-eyed.	This	is	in	the	houses	

of	the	historians,	and	that’s	the	nineteenth	century	interpretation	of	the	era.	

But	Josquin,	or	mathematical	music	from	Flanders,	or	long	Elizabethan	music	by	

Taverner,	it	would	have	defeated	them	completely.	They	wouldn’t	have	a	clue	

how	to	do	it.	Even	though	I	know	Richard	Runciman	had	a	go.		

Interviewer	 That’s	the	last	of	my	questions	about	the	recordings,	I	just	have	some	more	

general	questions	to	round	out.	So	the	first	is,	do	you	think	the	performing	style	

to	the	choral	music	has	changed	over	the	century?	

Peter	Phillips	 Dramatically.	You	could	write	a	book	about	it.	You	cannot	separate	out	

recordings	in	concerts	from	live	performance.	We’re	(The	Tallis	Scholars)	often	

told	that	we	sound	as	good	live	as	we	sound	on	record,	and	that’s	because	we	

maintain	a	very	high	average	standard	across	the	performances.	That	means	the	

10	singers	standing	there,	they	know	how	to	tune	and	blend	and	then	put	that	

in	the	service	of	the	music	without	getting	tired	of	it,	and	producing	a	real	
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performance	on	the	stage.	They	have	a	very	high	specification	of	these	basic	

disciplines	and	techniques.	That	is	a	very	modern	thing.	Even	in	the	time	I	have	

been	working	people	have	gotten	better	at	it.	The	young	people	who	are	

coming	into	my	world	now	are	consistently	better	than	the	60-year-olds	that	

I’m	now	saying	goodbye	to.	That	applies	more	and	more	strongly	as	you	go	back	

in	time.	We	also	have	a	more	fluent	idea	of	the	style	of	the	music.	I	think	I	have	

done	a	lot	with	The	Tallis	Scholars	to	shape	the	world	opinion	about	how	this	

music	should	be	sung,	at	least	the	groups	abroad	say	so.	

Interviewer	 Have	you	noticed	differences	over	time	in	your	own	approach	to	performing?	Do	

you	direct	things	differently	to	how	you	would	have	done	when	you	first	started?	

Peter	Phillips	 Well,	I	don’t	make	any	distinction	between	English	and	Italian	music	or	Flemish	

music.	I’m	creating	an	instrument,	which	can	even	sing	modern	unaccompanied	

music.	The	moment	you	add	instruments	you	change	everything.	Or	indeed,	if	

you	write	music,	like	John	Taverner	keeps	doing	for	us,	that	requires	24	singers,	

that	changes	everything	as	well.	If	you	just	keep	to	the	10	voice	format,	you	can	

do	anything	from	the	Renaissance	period,	within	reason.	I	don’t	make	a	

distinction	in	how	I	want	the	sound	to	be.	I	make	a	distinction	piece	by	piece	as	

to	what’s	required	as	a	good	interpretation.	

Interviewer	 Has	your	approach	changed	over	your	career	or	is	it	more	or	less	the	same	

things	you’re	looking	for?	

Peter	Phillips	 I	think	my	approach	has	changed	very	little.	I	wrote	about	this	in	a	book	I’ve	just	

published,	how	it	was	when	we	started,	how	we	stood	in	that	first	concert,	and	

by	some	extraordinary	miracle	we	hit	the	formula	that	we	still	have.	Nothing	

has	really	changed	except	the	quality	of	the	singing	and	the	understanding	that	

we’ve	built	up	of	the	music	that	we	perform.	Some	of	the	pieces	we	perform	a	

lot.	We	like	to	up	the	standards,	honing	our	skills,	and	that’s	the	advantage	of	

not	doing	all	of	the	repertoires	that	some	other	groups	do.	The	last	thing	I	want	

to	do	is	another	performance	of	Messiah.	We’ve	got	our	niche.	It’s	a	repertoire	

that’s	turning	into	one	of	the	great	repertoires	in	the	concert	hall.	We	love	

classical	music.	Nothing	to	do	with	the	church,	the	church	services,	and	nothing	

to	do	with	Baroque	music.	This	is	a	concentrated	view	that	changes	the	

perspective.	I	suppose	one	thing	has	changed:	when	we	started	we	tended	to	

do	High	Renaissance	and	we	tended	to	think	that	the	Baroque,	early	Baroque,	

tied	up	with	it,	that	we	could	just	go	back	a	bit	in	time	with	our	Baroque	training	

and	sing	Renaissance	music.	Actually,	what	you	need	to	do	is	go	the	other	way	

and	start	with	chant.	Once	you	can	chant	well	then	you	can	sing	Renaissance.	
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That’s	what	I	teach	on	the	Tallis	Scholars	summer	courses.		

Interviewer	 Do	you	think	the	expectations,	of	listeners	and	therefore	reviewers	as	well,	do	

you	think	that’s	changed	over	the	century	when	they	approach	this	repertoire?	

Peter	Phillips	 Well,	from	what	we’ve	been	discussing	in	this	interview,	it	sounds	that	they	

pretty	much	say	the	same	thing	that	they	always	said.	They	don’t	seem	to	use	

any	new	words	or	concepts	or	have	value	judgements	which	are	different.	I	

would	have	thought	in	the	early	‘20s	the	reviewers	would	say	“This	is	really	

boring.	They	should	be	singing	this	like	we	sing	opera.”	or	“This	is	clearly	very	

vibrant	music,	but	the	voices	are	all	sort	of	trimmed	down.	We	want	a	bit	of	

impact	here.”	But	they	are	not	saying	that.	They	are	trying	to	join	in	with	being	

modern	and	interested.	That’s	what	they	always	do,	these	critics.	The	worst	

ones	are	academics.	They’ve	always	got	some	reason	why	they	should	have	

been	conducting	it.	They	don’t	say	that,	but	that’s	what	it	comes	down	to.	The	

diction	is	wrong,	perhaps	the	pronunciation	of	that	is	anachronistic	or	the	pitch	

is	wrong,	the	ficta	policy	is	wrong	according	to	them.	They	are	very	opinionated.	

Your	critics	are	more	generalist	critics.	The	Musical	Times	wouldn’t	have	

employed	an	academic.	They	employed	writers.	If	you	had	asked	an	academic	

at	a	university	to	review	those	recordings	you’d	have	got	a	very	different	result.	

Interviewer	 Do	you	think	the	expectations	of	listeners	have	changed	over	your	own	career?	

Peter	Phillips	 Yes.	When	we	started	in	1973	we	would,	most	unusually,	dare	to	put	on	a	

whole	concert	of	polyphony.	Now	they’d	come	along	and	be	interested	to	hear	

all	types	of	Renaissance	music,	and	that	is	quite	right.	They	didn’t	but	now	they	

do,	so	there’s	been	a	change.	I	think	the	public	have	become	interested	and	

much	more	knowledgeable.	That	puts	a	burden	on	me	to	keep	what	we’re	

doing	on	stage	one	step	ahead	of	their	knowledge,	because	the	groups	who	

have	failed	are	the	ones	that	stick	to	how	they	did	it	20	years	ago	and	the	public	

knows	they’re	past	them.	We’re	still	where	we	are,	but	I’ve	managed	to	do	that,	

stay	one	step	ahead	of	their	expectation	and	knowledge,	basic	knowledge,	and	

that	has	shot	up	in	the	last	20	years.	

Interviewer	 So,	the	choirs	that	we’ve	heard	today,	The	English	Singers	and	then	Westminster	

Cathedral	and	York	Minster,	what	role	do	you	feel	the	choirs	from	the	first	part	

of	the	twentieth	century	have	played	in	the	development	of	the	performing	style	

of	Tudor	choral	music?	Do	you	think	they	had	any	role	in	the	development?	

Peter	Phillips	 They	would	have	done	at	the	time	because	recordings	were	being	made.	Other	

groups	become	a	little	bit	jealous,	they	might	hear	something	that	they	thought	

they	could	do	better,	and	make	another	recording	and	another	performance,	
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and	so	very	slowly	it	built	up.	What	I’ve	heard	on	those	recordings,	the	tuning	

isn’t	too	bad	actually,	the	tunings	could	be	much	worse	on	those	particular	

recordings.	The	balance	is	rubbish	and	I	think	it’s	moved	on	a	lot.	The	expected	

basic	standard	has	gone	higher	and	higher.	It’s	like	people	couldn’t	run	the	four-

minute	mile	for	decades	until	somebody	did	and	then	they	were	able.	

Interviewer	 So	do	you	feel	like	these	early	choirs	are	part	of	a	continuum	leading	to	today	or	

do	you	think	they	are	sort	of	tangent?	

Peter	Phillips	 You	really	have	to	write	another	book.	You	need	to	examine	the	performances	

that	were	going	on	after	the	Second	World	War,	which	is	the	50’s	and	60’s,	

which	is	the	world	I	grew	up	in.	You	might	well	say	that	those	performances	

came	out	of	what	you’ve	been	playing,	but	there’s	a	huge	missing	link	there.	

You	need	to	look	at	professional	choirs	like	Cantores	in	Ecclesia	under	Michael	

Howard,	Schola	Polyphonica	with	Henry	Washington,	The	Choir	of	the	Carmelite	

Priory	under	John	McCarthy,	The	Renaissance	Singers.	Yes,	I	imagine	the	early	

recordings	we’ve	listened	to	helped	what	repertoire	was	chosen,	but	anyone	

who’s	got	two	ears	on	them	would	want	to	improve	on	them.	

Interviewer	 I	have	a	final	quote	and	this	quote	from	a	contemporary	academic	and	he’s	

talking	about	recordings	of	people	singing	medieval	choral	music.	I’m	interested	

to	see	whether	you’re	listening	to	this	tune	of	music	singing	in	the	first	half	of	

the	century,	whether	you	have	similar	feeling	to	what	this	academic	is	saying.	

He	said:	

...it	is	tempting	to	go	on	to	say	that	the	ensemble	singing	in	these	

recordings,	whether	from	the	1930s	or	the	1950s,	is	so	execrable	in	

imprecision	of	pitch	and	timing	that	it	is	hardly	surprising	that	

unaccompanied	performance	was	not	taken	seriously	as	a	general	

medieval	practice…		

So	do	you	feel	that	these	recordings	you	heard	today	were	execrable	in	

imprecision?	

Peter	Phillips	 No.	The	recording	quality	is	really	a	problem,	but	from	what	I	can	tell,	through	

the	crackle,	these	people	could	sing	in	tune.	As	I	said	right	from	the	start,	they	

have	good	voices,	they	sang	in	tune	with	each	other.	Not	the	cathedral	crowd	

so	much,	but	it	wasn’t	too	bad,	they	stayed	in	tune.	It’s	a	straight	through	

performance,	remember,	that	could	have	gone	pretty	badly.	So	no,	I	don’t	

agree	with	that	at	all.	This	instrumental	accompaniment	thing	is	just	such	a	

nuisance.	You	just	take	a	little	bit	of	effort	and	you	can	sing	perfectly	well	

without	instruments.		
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Interviewer	 Ok,	last	two	questions.	The	repertoire	we	listened	to	today,	the	Byrd,	do	you	

consider	this	repertoire	to	be	early	music?	

Peter	Phillips	 It	is	by	definition	early	music	because	it’s	earlier	than	later	music.	In	the	early	

music	revival	system	of	the	early	‘70s,	that	was	basically	an	instrumental	revival,	

a	revival	of	instrumental	habits	and	style,	when	you	could	find	people	

interested	in	finding	the	instruments	and	seeing	how	they	sounded,	no	matter	

how	wrong	the	modern	version	of	those	instruments	was.	Choral	music	can’t	be	

like	that	for	reasons	we	know	very	well.	We	don’t	know	how	they	sounded,	and	

so	the	whole	early	music	thing	was	just	different	for	us.	The	authenticity	

bandwagon	was	different.	I	don’t	know	if	that	answered	your	question.	Byrd	in	

the	singing	department	wasn’t	really	part	of	the	early	music	revival.	No	more	

were	any	of	those	composers.	

Interviewer	 Has	that	changed	since	the	‘70s	then?	If	it	was	recorded	today,	would	you	think	

it	was	early	music	repertoire?	

Peter	Phillips	 I	think	this	whole	early	music	category	has	become	rather	tired.	I	was	at	the	BBC	

yesterday	doing	an	interview	for	the	early	music	show	and	we	both	agreed,	the	

interviewer	and	I,	that	it	was	time	this	early	music	special	category	was	stopped	

because	it’s	out	of	date.	All	the	things	we	have	learned	about	early	music	have	

now	influenced	our	performances	and	we	go	from	there.	Let’s	go	where	we	are	

going	now,	forwards.	It	is	sort	of	nasty,	the	world	of	thought	that	goes	around	

early	music.	I	don’t	see	why	we	always	have	to	be	so	academically	involved.	The	

symphonies,	people	just	turn	up	and	they	do	them,	people	don’t	always	

understand	sonata	form,	but	they	enjoy	the	symphonies	anyway.	I	don’t	think	

people	need	to	understand	how	to	write	eight-part	counterpoint	in	order	to	

enjoy	every	piece	of	music.	It’s	just	a	very	enjoyable	piece	of	music.	

Interviewer	 Lastly,	the	recordings	you	heard	today,	do	you	feel	they	have	a	part	in	the	

development	of	early	music?	Do	you	hear	them	as	part	of	a	continuum	that	

became	the	early	music	movement	or	do	you	hear	them	as	something	separate?	

Peter	Phillips	 Well,	no.	I	think	the	cathedral	versions,	especially	the	last	one,	are	a	

continuation	of	what	was	going	on	before,	with	Bairstow	doing	his	thing.	The	

English	Singers	are	a	very	early	version	of	us	[The	Tallis	Scholars],	I	suppose.	

Their	professional	expectations,	touring	and	giving	concerts,	not	necessarily	in	

churches	-	I	am	interested	that	they	were	able	to	do	that	in	1920’s.	I	think	they	

probably	were	the	first,	I	don’t	think	this	happened	before	the	First	World	War.	

I’d	be	very	surprised.	There’s	a	slight	continuum	there,	yes.	But	I	emphasise	that	

they	sang	one-to-a-part.	I	don’t	think	that’s	the	ideal	way	of	doing	it.	
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Interviewer	 Ok.	Well	thank	you	very	much.	That	was	my	last	question.	

Peter	Phillips	 One	thing	I	meant	to	say	was	that	those	‘50s	groups,	especially	Cantores	in	

Ecclesia,	that	are	much	more	extremely	different	than	what	we’ve	been	playing.	

The	Bairstow	one	was	an	exception,	but	The	English	Singers	sound	more	like	

some	modern	groups	than	Cantores	in	Ecclesia	ever	sounded.	The	stark	contrast	

is	that	the	Byrd,	Tallis,	the	three	discs	Cantores	in	Ecclesia	did	about	1968,	and	

then	Clerkes	of	Oxenford	were	also	going	by	1968:	that	is	the	most	extreme	

contrast	you’ll	find,	because	Cantores	in	Ecclesia	are	singing	as	opera	singers,	

full	voices,	full	wobbles	with	a	passionate	interpretation	in	mind,	and	an	

absolute	nightmare.	Out	of	that	nightmare	came	the	cool,	clean	Clerkes	of	

Oxenford	and	eventually	The	Tallis	Scholars.	

	 	



	478	

	



	 479	

APPENDIX	N:	INTERVIEW	WITH	JAMES	O’DONNELL	

PHONE 	 INTERV IEW	CONDUCTED 	BY 	EVA-MARIE 	MIDDLETON	17TH 	 JULY 	2013 	

Interviewer	 Can	you	tell	me	how	you	first	came	to	be	involved	in	choral	music?	

James	O’Donnell	 I	sang	as	a	child	when	I	was	at	school,	a	boy	treble.	I	joined	a	good	boys’	

choir	which	was	a	local	choir	made	up	of	auditioned	children	from	the	area,	

in	a	place	called	Southend,	Essex,	quite	near	where	I	lived.	It	was	quite	a	

recently	established	choir,	but	it	did	interesting	things.	We	prepared	the	

treble	parts	for	Mahler’s	3rd	Symphony	and	the	8th	Symphony	and	

Carmina	Burana	by	Orff,	things	like	that.	We	sang	a	wide	variety	of	music,	

all	performed	from	memory;	rehearsed	with	the	music	but	sung	without	it.	

It	was	quite	rigorously	rehearsed.	It	was	supposed	to	be	a	disciplinarian	

outfit	and	it	was	a	very	good	musical	training.	I	did	lots	of	interesting	

works,	like	Britten’s	Golden	Vanity	and	Missa	Brevis,	which	was	one	of	my	

favourite	pieces	when	I	was	a	boy	treble.	It	introduced	me	to	the	whole	

world	of	singing	in	a	choir	at	a	very	high	level.	I	didn’t	sing	in	a	cathedral	

choir	or	a	church	choir	exactly,	but	this	was	my	kind	of	chorister	training.	I	

was	next	involved	in	choral	music	as	an	organ	scholar	of	a	college	at	

Cambridge.	I	was	at	Jesus	College,	where	I	found	myself	the	director	of	the	

choir	from	my	second	year	onwards,	and	organist	in	the	first	year.		

Interviewer	 So,	sort	of	a	baptism	by	fire	then?	

James	O’Donnell	 It	was	a	bit.	I	think	I	was	probably	nineteen	when	I	took	over	the	choir.	

Jesus	College,	is	the	only	Cambridge	college	other	than	the	two	main	choral	

colleges,	King’s	and	John’s	Colleges,	which	still	has	a	boys’	choir.	It's	a	

pretty	well	established	tradition.	Many	of	the	colleges	had	a	boys’	choir	in	

their	chapels,	but	for	one	reason	or	another,	over	the	years	they	lost	them	

or	they	dropped	them.	Jesus	College	kept	it.	The	boys	came	from	local	

schools	and	they	used	to	sing	in	three	choral	services	a	week.	So	in	term	

time,	two	full	choral	evensongs	and	one	slightly	more	congregational	

evensong,	where	we	chanted	the	canticles	and	sang	an	anthem	and	

responses	with	the	congregation.	It	was	quite	a	full-on	training.	The	boys	

came	in	twice	a	week	for	additional	rehearsals.	The	organ	scholar’s	job	was	

to	recruit	and	audition	the	boys,	train	them	and	train	the	choir,	also	recruit	
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the	men	of	the	choir.	There	were	no	choral	scholarships	or	anything	like	

that,	so	it	was	all	done	on	a	voluntary	basis.	It	was	quite	a	big	job	to	do	

when	you	are	also	trying	to	get	a	degree.	Nowadays	in	the	college	there's	a	

director	of	music	and	it’s	run	in	a	much	more	professional	way.	In	those	

days	it	was	really	quite	a	tall	order	for	a	young	chap,	but	it	was	excellent	

experience,	sometimes	in	a	rather	horrifying	way!	It	was	a	big	responsibility	

to	put	on	somebody’s	shoulders	without	much	backup,	to	be	perfectly	

honest.	I	think,	in	terms	of	how	we	now	deal	with	children's	choirs,	there	

are	lots	of	things	that	we	wouldn't	now	do,	such	as	what	we	would	now	

regards	as	a	lack	of	supervision	for	them	on	their	breaks	and	things	like	

that.	Now	it's	very,	very	well	run.	But	it	was	a	very	good	training	for	me.	

Then	my	first	professional	appointment,	when	I	graduated	from	Cambridge	

in	1982,	was	as	Assistant	Master	of	Music	in	Westminster	Cathedral.	I	was	

appointed	by	Stephen	Cleobury,	who	during	my	appointment	process	was	

appointed	to	King’s	College,	Cambridge.	So,	I	only	worked	with	him	for	a	

couple	of	months.	In	fact,	for	that	time,	he	was	actually	beginning	his	work	

at	King’s.	So,	I	was	actually	left	in	charge	of	the	choir	in	Westminster	

Cathedral	very	soon	after	I'd	arrived,	for	long	periods	of	time	and	longer	

than	I	would	otherwise	have	been.	Again,	that	was	another	baptism	of	fire.	

What	that	gave	me	was	an	opportunity	to	work	in	a	proper	choral	

foundation	with	a	boarding	choir	school	and	professional	choirmen	in	

London,	but	the	crucial	difference	was	that	it	was	in	a	Roman	rite.	So,	

instead	of	Choral	evensong,	we	had	a	daily	capitular	mass	with	Gregorian	

chant	and	lots	of	polyphonic	repertoire.	Although	I	knew	quite	a	lot	about	

that,	being	a	Catholic	and	having	gained	a	certain	amount	of	knowledge	of	

that	repertoire,	indirectly	as	it	were,	that	was	my	first	time	working	in	it.	

So,	it	was	an	immersion	in	that	tradition.	That's	really	how	my	career	

started.	I’ve	been	exposed	to	quite	a	lot	of	choral	music	at	a	high	level	from	

an	early	age.	I've	been	very,	very	lucky.	

Interviewer	 Well,	I	think	that’s	covered	my	second	question,	which	was	going	to	be	how	

you	got	into	choral	direction,	but	obviously	it	was	at	Jesus	College.	So	you	

said	that	your	earliest	memories	were	of	doing	things	like	the	Britten’s	

Missa	Brevis	and	the	Orff.	What	was	your	first	introduction	to	early	choral	

music,	so	Tudor	music	and	earlier?	

James	O’Donnell	 Well,	my	first	real	experience	of	that	was	at	Cambridge.	We	didn't	do	very	

much	of	that	in	the	boys’	choir	in	which	I	had	sung,	because	it's	not	really	a	



	 481	

suitable	repertoire	for	a	choir	with	no	lower	voices.	So,	my	practical	

involvement	in	Tudor	music	came	when	I	began	to	be	involved	in	a	full	

choir.	The	repertoire	of	Jesus	College	choir	was	not	enormous.	We	had	to	

cut	our	coat	to	suit	our	cloth	and	not	overreach	ourselves.	But	it	was	

reasonably	ambitious,	and	we	sang	a	certain	amount	of	Tallis	and	Byrd	and	

Tye	and	Taverner.	Of	course	it	is	a	bigger	repertoire	now.	I	got	to	know	that	

music	by	doing	that	really.	When	I	went	to	Westminster	Cathedral,	a	lot	of	

the	repertoire	was	from	the	continental	tradition.	But	there	was	always	an	

additional	emphasis	on	English	music.	That	had	gone	back	to	the	days	of	

the	foundation	of	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	in	the	early	years	of	the	

twentieth	century	by	Richard	Terry,	who	had	been	particularly	interested	in	

earlier	English	music.	He	had	done	all	sorts	of	music	of	Byrd	and	composers	

such	as	Phillips,	later	composers,	and	made	his	own	editions.	He	was	on	

the	editorial	board	of	Tudor	Church	Music	for	many	years.	This	was	very	

much	part	of	the	particular	emphasis	of	Westminster	Cathedral:	English	

Catholic	cultural	tradition	with	English	liturgical	tradition,	not	just	the	

Italian	ultra-montane,	but	almost	reasserting	the	identity	of	English	

Catholicism.	A	part	of	doing	that	was	through	the	richness	of	its	musical	

tradition.	

Interviewer	 And	you	could	feel	that	even	when	you	got	to	Westminster	Cathedral?	

James	O’Donnell	 I	was	aware	of	it,	but,	of	course,	I	did	take	considerable	trouble	to	inform	

myself	about	the	history	of	the	place.	Westminster	Cathedral	has	a	unique	

choral	foundation	in	this	country,	and	I	wanted	to	know	more	about	it.	I	

was	very	interested	in	Richard	Terry	as	a	figure	and	the	fact	that	somebody	

had	established	this	choir,	which	by	the	time	I	joined	the	cathedral	music	

staff,	was	a	very	fine	musical	unit.	Although	it	had	had	some	recent	

difficulties,	by	the	time	I	got	there	it	was	very	well	established	by	Stephen	

Cleobury	and	David	Hill.	Hill	was	my	then	colleague	as	master	of	music	

when	I	was	there	as	assistant.	During	most	of	my	time,	he	consolidated	

that	work	and	built	on	it,	and	I	then	tried	to	develop	it	further.	It	was	a	very	

exciting	time	to	be	involved.	We	were	aware	of	its	English	identity.	It	had	

that	emphasis	that	this	is	a	very	English	thing	that	we’re	doing.	

Interviewer	 My	next	question	is:	can	you	identify	any	specific	influences	on	your	

approach,	particularly	when	it	comes	to	the	earlier	repertoire,	the	Tudor	

choral	music?	Is	there	any	particular	way	you	approach	conducting	that?	

James	O’Donnell	 Well,	that	would	change	over	the	years.	A	lot	of	the	time	when	you	
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approach	music	you	don't	decide,	you	don’t	just	sit	there	and	think,	“How	

shall	I	do	this?”	If	you’re	working	in	a	foundation,	there's	a	lot	of	music	to	

get	through	every	day.	You’re	faced	with	the	repertoire	and	you	just	do	it.	

It's	not	something	that	one	takes	apart	analytically	all	the	time.	I	suppose,	

in	a	way,	one’s	taste,	one’s	basic	approach	towards	any	kind	of	repertoire,	

is	formed	by	the	influences	and	the	experiences	of	that	repertoire	that	one	

has	had.	I	had	very	much	in	my	ears	The	Clerkes	of	Oxenford,	for	example.	

The	David	Wulstan	group	and	his	use	of	high	pitch	were	reasonably	recent	

when	I	was	an	undergraduate.	It	was	very	interesting	to	hear	that	music	

done	in	that	way.	I	don't	know	if	it	influenced	my	approached	to	it,	but	

there's	a	kind	of	clean,	very	clear,	very	articulate,	totally	un-wobbly,	un-

stodgy,	un-stuffy	approach	to	music,	that	sounded	very	fresh	and	new.	I	

loved	that	freshness	and	that	newness,	and	I	liked	the	translucency	of	it	

and	the	wonderful	transparency	of	texture	that	he	and	other	people	like	

that	managed	to	achieve.	The	Tallis	Scholars	started	off	about	forty	years	

ago	this	year,	and	I	was	first	in	Westminster	Cathedral	when	they	began.	I	

heard	them	singing	in	the	early	days,	and	that	was	another	new	thing.	To	

have	a	group,	the	small	mixed	adult	professional	group,	not	a	liturgical	

choir,	but	singing	liturgical	repertoire	and	bringing	this	kind	of	freshness	to	

it,	and	attracting	new	audiences,	is	very	good.	It	has	a	very	positive	effect	

on	cathedral	choirs	and	collegiate	choirs,	which	have,	broadly	speaking,	

had	something	of	a	monopoly	on	that	repertoire	for	a	long	time.	It	was	a	

repertoire	you	were	unlikely	to	hear	very	many	other	choirs	doing	much	of,	

though	there	were	some	exceptions.	It	tends	to	be	the	specialization	of	the	

cathedral	and	collegiate	choirs,	and	so	it's	very	interesting	to	be	involved	in	

those	and	to	hear	this	other	group.	It	influences	one’s	approach	perhaps,	

even	subliminally.	

Interviewer	 Now	I've	got	a	few	questions	in	this	interview	where	I	ask	about	aesthetic	

concerns.	For	the	purposes	of	this	study,	what	I	mean	is,	if	you	think	that	a	

choral	performance	is	made	up	of	the	text,	the	tuning,	the	blend,	the	

balance	between	the	parts,	the	horizontal	versus	the	vertical,	all	these	

different	elements.	I'm	interested	to	know	what	do	you	feel	are	the	most	

important	or	your	major	aesthetic	concerns	when	you	put	together	a	

performance,	particularly	of	this	earlier	choral	repertoire?	

James	O’Donnell	 That's	a	very	difficult	question	to	answer	because	I	don't	think	you	can	put	

it	in	an	absolute	order	of	priority.	I	think	all	these	things	are	very	
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important.	Another	aspect	too,	clarity	of	text,	inflection	of	text,	that’s	very	

important	in	how	Latin	church	music	affects	me.	I	think	when	you're	

singing	text,	the	integrity	of	the	text	and	its	formative	influence	on	the	

composer’s	musical	ideas,	the	actual	physical	properties	of	the	words,	and	

the	enunciation	of	the	word,	and	sonorities	of	the	word,	and	the	accents	

within	a	textual	phrase,	are	a	very	important	intellectual	factor.	I	think	

that's	a	big	part	of	the	way	I	approach	interpreting	and	conducting	any	kind	

of	repertoire,	whereby	definition	of	text	is	going	on	at	different	rates,	in	

different	ways,	and	in	different	parts.	The	interaction	in	conversation	

within	the	text,	which	I	find	is	often	the	most	important	and	sometimes	the	

most	difficult	thing	to	get	right.	What	sort	of	a	conversation	is	it?	Is	it	a	

lively	conversation?	Is	it	a	more	reflective	conversation?	Is	it	reactive?	Is	it	

proactive?	Is	it	combative?	Or	is	it	more	tranquil	and	collaborative?	All	of	

this.	I	find	the	internal	discourse	of	a	polyphonic	work	the	most	appealing	

and	most	attractive	elements	to	think	about.	I	think	a	lot	of	the	other	

aspects	that	you’ve	mentioned	rather	come	from	that.	I	think	one	takes	for	

granted	that	the	music	is	going	to	be	in	tune.	I’m	lucky	that	where	I	have	

worked	there	have	not	been,	generally	speaking,	too	many	issues	with	

intonation.	Listening	out	to	make	sure	that	things	should	be	true	and	the	

framework	of	the	modality	or	the	tonality	of	the	piece	is	properly	

established.	I	think	that’s	often	the	case	in	the	beginning	of	a	polyphonic	

piece,	where	the	voices	first	enter	and	then	the	texture	builds	up.	You	have	

to	have	some	kind	of	mental	framework	in	which	those	phrases	appear	

from	the	very	first	one.	I	think	if	you	can	get	everybody	in	the	same	groove,	

then	that	gives	the	solidity	to	that,	which	enables	things	to	develop	on	a	

sound	footing.	It’s	very	difficult	to	separate	these	things	one	from	the	

other,	and	sometimes,	preparing	a	piece,	the	choir	might	be	struggling	with	

one	aspect	but	not	another,	or	there	might	be	one	piece	where	you	want	

to	bring	up	the	different	aspect,	one	day,	which	perhaps,	if	you’ve	done	it	

the	day	before,	you	didn’t	want	to	do.	It’s	a	very	changeable	thing.	The	

great	thing	about	being	the	musician	and	dealing	with	this	kind	of	

wonderful	repertoire	is	that	you	don’t	need	to	say,	well	this	is	how	I	do	

this.	I	do	one,	two,	three,	four,	five	and	that’s	it,	in	that	order.	I	would	

personally	find	that	a	little	bit	weird.	So	I	think	in	a	way,	it’s	a	combination	

of	reaction	to	what	you’re	hearing,	and	conforming	to	your	inner	vision	and	

the	vision	that	developed	while	you’re	working	on	something.		
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Interviewer	 So	it’s	this	really	fluid	process	for	you?	

James	O’Donnell	 I	think,	for	me,	it	is	a	fluid	process.	Also,	unlike	some	groups,	the	choir	I	

conduct	at	the	moment,	for	example,	the	choir	of	Westminster’s	Abbey,	

we’re	not	a	specialist	early	music	choir.	We’re	quite	likely	to	perform	

something	Victorian	in	the	same	service	as	some	Tudor	music	or	something	

contemporary,	or	some	German	romantic	music.	We	could	be	singing	

anything	one	minute	and	then	something	completely	different	the	next	

minute.	We	haven’t	got	the	luxury	of	being	able	to	go	into	a	bubble	for	one	

sort	of	music	and	then	into	a	completely	different	bubble	for	the	next	song.	

There	has	to	be	some	kind	of	overall	coherence	to	all	those	vocal	and	

choral	approaches,	to	all	repertoire,	which	is	adapted	to	bring	out	

particular	facets	of	particular	sorts	of	repertoire.	So	I	might	work	very	much	

on	the	vitality	of	the	discourse	with	one	work,	and	then	work	on	really	

trying	to	achieve	a	translucent,	dreamy,	velvety	chordal	texture	in	another	

work.	But	where	you’re	coming	from	both	vocally	and	chorally	has	to	be	

essentially	the	same	place,	with	the	same	group	of	singers.	In	a	standing	

choir,	we’re	here	every	day	performing	that	function.	

Interviewer	 We’ll	move	on	now	to	the	recordings.	Just	before	I	get	you	to	listen	to	them,	

do	you	have	any	preconceptions	when	you	hear	period	recordings?	Have	

you	listened	to	any	before	in	your	life?	

James	O’Donnell	 Yes,	of	course	I	have	listened	to	them,	and,	no,	I	don’t	have	any	

preconceptions.	I	think	it’s	fascinating	to	listen	to	them.	It’s	fascinating	to	

hear	the	style	of	these	performances	and	also	it	can	be	very	impressive.	

The	sheer	amount	of	musical	and	vocal	rapport,	integrity,	and	insight	that	

you	get.	We	have	this	terrible	habit	of	thinking	that	we	know	best	because	

we’re	in	the	vanguard	of	the	renaissance	of	early	music	and	the	whole	

historical	performance	movement.	We	think	that	we’ve	invented	it	all	in	

the	last	30	years,	that	we	know	best,	and	we’ve	gone	into	the	way	that	

other	people	hadn’t	done.	In	some	ways	there’s	something	in	that.	But	

other	people	came	to	this	music	from	their	own	vantage	point.	Putting	

their	best	endeavours	and	their	best	musical	instincts	to	bear	on	this.	I	

think	the	results	can	be	very,	very	beautiful.	They	might	not	be	the	results	

of	today	in	some	aspects,	but	they	can	be	very	beautiful,	moving	and	good	

performances	of	the	music	in	their	own	terms.	So	I	don’t	have	any	

preconceptions	other	than	I’m	very	well	disposed	towards	them.	

Interviewer	 Wonderful.	Well,	the	first	one	that’s	on	your	CD	is	Byrd’s	Ave	Verum	Corpus	
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recorded	in	1924,	by	a	group	called	The	English	Singers.	Have	you	ever	

heard	of	that	group	before?	

James	O’Donnell	 I	have,	but	I	don’t	know	anything	about	them	really.	

Interviewer	 Ok,	so	they	were	a	professional	ensemble,	one	per	part.	They’d	have	

women	singing	the	top	part	and	they	toured	internationally.	They	

performed	a	whole	variety	of	music,	not	just	sacred	Tudor	music,	but	also	

madrigals	and	motets	and	things	like	that	as	well	as	some	lighter	repertoire	

that	they’d	mix	into	their	concerts.	The	main	thing	is	that	they	were	a	

professional	one-per-part	group,	touring	around	in	the	1920s.		

James	O’Donnell	 Ok.	Shall	I	listen	to	it?	

Interviewer	 Yes,	let’s	do	that.	Oh,	and	you	are	welcome	to	listen	to	as	much	or	as	little	

of	the	recording	as	you	wish.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 So	what	are	your	first	reactions	to	that	recording?	

James	O’Donnell	 Well,	it’s	obviously	of	its	period.	We	would	think	of	that	style	of	singing	as	

rather	old-fashioned	today.	It’s	quite	a	cohesive	approach;	everybody’s	got	

the	same	kind	of	slightly	slow	vibrato.	It’s	a	slightly	laid	back	style	with	a	

certain	amount	of	stooping	to	pitch.	The	Latin	pronunciation,	there	are	

quite	a	lot	of	diphthongs	and	things	like	that	certainly	I	would	not	have,	but	

probably	is	perfectly	within	the	style	in	which	they	would	have	sung	Latin	in	

those	days.	There’s	a	good	sense	of	response	to	the	different	kinds	of	

textures	of	the	piece.	The	more	homophonic	stuff	is	not	too	four	square,	

gives	it	a	sense	of	fluidity	to	the	rhythm,	which	I	like.	Of	course,	the	texture	

is	very	clear	with	one	voice	above,	quite	well-balanced.	The	sopranos	are	

quite	soft,	I	think.	Maybe	it’s	just	the	way	it’s	recorded.	I	don’t	know.	So	it’s	

fine,	a	perfectly	acceptable	account	of	that	work.		

Interviewer	 Okay.	Is	there	anything	you’d	add	to	your	review	of	it,	if	it	was	a	

performance	given	by	a	choir	today?	

James	O’Donnell	 If	it	was	a	performance	by	choirs	today	and	I	was	working	with	them,	I’d	do	

a	lot	of	things,	just	to	make	it	the	way	that	I	like	it.	It’s	difficult	to	say.	I	

don’t	think	I	can	review	it	in	the	way	that	I	would	review	The	Tallis	Scholars	

singing	that	piece	or	if	it’s	Westminster	Abbey	choir	singing	that	piece	in	

2013.	I	think	you’d	have	to	listen	to	it	with	the	ears	of	1924	in	a	way.	But	to	

make	a	critique	of	it,	how	did	it	compare?	I	think	it’s	rather	good	for	that	

era	and	the	voices	are	all	well-produced	with	a	good	sense	of	capturing	the	

right	kind	of	‘affect’	or	the	text	of	the	piece.	I	could	imagine	it	being	sung	
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liturgically	in	that	style	to	very	good	effect.	It	doesn’t	draw	attention	to	

itself	in	the	wrong	kind	of	way.	So	I	think	it’s	a	sensitive	approach.	

Interviewer	 I	asked	you	before	about	your	aesthetic	values	in	creating	a	performance.	

Now,	this	group,	I	don’t	think	they	had	a	conductor,	they	were	just	working	

themselves,	but	if	you	could	put	yourself	in	their	collective	mind,	what	

aesthetic	values	do	you	think	they	might	be	trying	to	bring	out	in	their	

performance?	That’s	what	I	was	saying	before,	about	how	there’s	the	text,	

there’s	the	tuning,	there’s	the	blend,	there’s	the	expression,	all	those	

elements	that	make	up	a	choral	performance,	which	ones	do	you	think	they	

might	be	trying	to	emphasize?	

James	O’Donnell	 I	don’t	know.	It’s	difficult	to	say,	having	only	heard	it	for	a	minute	or	two.	I	

do	need	to	listen	to	it	several	times.	They	seem	to	be	trying	to	produce	a	

well-balanced,	coherent	ensemble.	I’m	not	sure	about	that	blend	of	the	

words,	I	think	that’s	a	slightly	difficult	thing	to	talk	about,	but	they’re	not	

singing	in	different	styles.	They’re	all	trying	to	sing	in	the	same	way	within	

the	same	piece	of	music.	Of	course,	the	other	variable	is	that	it	is	a	

polyphonic	piece	so	it	does	rely	on	a	very	good	sort	of	chording,	and	a	good	

sense	of	tuning,	and	a	good	unanimity	of	vowel	colours.	I	find	that	those	

vowel	colours	are	slightly	dull	and	muted.	I	would	always	go	for	brighter,	

more	vibrant	vowels.	I	think	in	the	1920’s,	a	kind	of	very	highly	colourful	

vowel	would	have	been	quite	inimical	to	the	prevailing	aesthetic	and	it	

wouldn’t	have	felt	very	‘English’.	I	like,	in	Latin	text,	to	sing	with	open	

Italian	style	vowels.	I	think	it	sounds	good	and	it’s	a	very	good	way	of	

getting	a	group	of	singers	clearly	on	board	with	a	coherent	approach	to	

things.	Whereas,	I	think	this	slightly	more	muted	English	approach	is,	for	

us,	a	hard	thing	today,	because	we	have	so	many	more	styles	that	we’re	

familiar	with.	

Interviewer	 Now,	I	have	a	quote	I’d	like	to	read	to	you.	This	is	from	a	review	from	The	

Musical	Times.	This	review	was	in	1923.	Unfortunately,	it’s	not	of	the	

recording	you’ve	just	heard,	but	it’s	of	the	recording	The	English	Singers	did	

the	year	before	of	another	Byrd	piece.	So,	just	to	give	you	an	idea	of	how	

people	at	the	time	were	receiving	these	records.	The	reviewer	said:	

	The	singers	in	the	choral	records	are,	of	course,	The	English	

Singers.	Individual	criticism	is	out	of	place	in	discussing	an	

ensemble,	but	I	feel	I	must	pay	tribute	to	the	women	singers.	The	
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purity	of	their	tone	and	the	ease	with	which	they	attack	and	sustain	

high	notes,	are	a	real	refreshment.	I	got	more	joy	from	the	top	

parts	of	these	choral	records	than	from	lots	of	performances	by	the	

numerous	queens	of	song.	These	choral	records	are	fine	examples	

of	the	possibilities	of	individuality	in	team	work.	The	singers	are	

extraordinarily	free,	yet	the	ensemble	is	about	as	near	perfection	as	

possible.	There	is	one	small	blemish	in	the	matter	of	blend;	I	feel	

that	more	real	bass	quality	is	needed	at	the	bottom.	I	was	not	

conscious	of	this	defect	when	listening	to	the	party	at	first	hand	

some	months	ago,	so	it	is	evidently	a	matter	of	recording.	

So	first	the	types	of	comments	are	--	

James	O’Donnell	 Interesting.	That	says	to	me	something	about	the	reviewer’s	taste	in	

singing,	because	it’s	a	slightly	barbed	criticism	of	the	slightly	more	

demonstrative	quality	of	a	solo	soprano,	for	example	as	opposed	to	a	more	

humble-minded,	boy-like,	even	boy	treble-like	soprano.	They	are	doing	it	at	

a	very	low-pitch	and	there’s	one	woman	singer	and	the	rest	are	men.	They	

have	two	tenors	rather	than	an	alto.	Is	that	right	or	am	I	getting	that	

wrong?	He	sounds	as	if	he’s	singing	a	tenor	part	because	a	lot	of	that	

music,	if	you	do	it	at	really	low	pitch,	the	alto	and	the	tenor	part,	(i.e.	the	

middle	two	parts)	can	often	interchange	with	each	other,	more	or	less,	all	

the	time.	It	can	basically	be	in	the	same	range.	It	sounds	to	me	as	if	he	

might	be	a	gentle	tenor	rather	than	a	falsettist.	So	you’ve	only	got	one	

woman	there	and	there	aren’t	very	many	long,	sustained	high	notes	to	give	

me	an	idea	of	what	that	critic	is	talking	about.	It	seems	to	me	that	the	critic	

is	espousing	a	kind	of	cleaner,	more	objective	quality	to	the	singing,	which	

he	feels	is	more	appropriate	to	this	repertoire	than	what	he	might	have	

heard	in	another	repertoire.	I	think	that	is	very	perceptive	(of	the	

reviewer).	You	take	the	bass	character,	the	bass	quality	and,	of	course	

some	people	want	the	basses	to	sound	quite	gritty	and	brassy.	Some	

people	want	them	to	sound	like	the	extension	to	the	rest	of	the	choir.	

There	is	something	to	be	said	for	people	saying	that	this	music	should	be	

more	’‘choral’,	as	it	does	require	a	unanimity	of	approach	in	a	fairly	

coherent	sound	from	top	to	bottom.	I	personally	think	the	polyphonic	

texture	benefits	from	soprano,	alto,	tenor	and	bass	sections	of	the	group	of	

singers	or	single	singers,	having	a	very	good	characterized	sound	within	
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their	own	part,	but,	also,	the	ability	to	work	coherently.	So	I	like	the	idea	of	

independence	and	freedom,	but	combined	well	in	an	ensemble.	The	

ensemble	is	very	good,	with	four	singers	singing	very	straightforward	

music.	One	would	think	that	this	ensemble	was	certainly	well	rehearsed.	

Interviewer	 What	about	the	comment	that	he	makes	about	purity	of	tone,	is	that	

something	you’d	appreciate	said	about	your	own	performances?	

James	O’Donnell	 I	don’t	know	what	that	means.	Does	purity	of	tone	mean	a	lack	of	vibrato	

and	a	slightly	blank	quality,	maybe?	A	slightly	impersonal	quality?	A	boy-

like	voice?	When	I	was	at	Westminster	Cathedral,	people	would	always	trot	

out	that	label	that	was	given	to	the	boys’	sound	there,	of	being	

‘continental’	tone.	It	doesn’t	really	mean	anything	because,	of	course,	all	

over	the	continent	of	Europe,	you	hear	boys’	choirs,	and	they	sound	

different	from	one	another.	A	lot	of	it	depends	on	how	they	speak	their	

own	language,	so	an	Italian	or	Spanish-speaking	choir	is	going	to	sound	

very	different	from	a	German-speaking	choir	and	so	forth.	So	I	always	

found	these	expressions	a	little	bit	meaningless.	A	purity	of	tone,	what	

does	that	mean?	Does	it	mean	the	lack	of	vibrato?	I	don’t	know.	I	would	

say	that	a	clear	voice,	a	well-produced	voice,	sounds	like	a	well-produced	

voice.	There	are	certain	singers	that	sing	in	a	particular	style,	which	you	

may	associate	with	the	epithet	‘pure’.	I	think	it’s	a	slightly	difficult	word	to	

define	and	to	apply	myself.	I’m	slightly	playing	the	devil’s	advocate	here.	I	

certainly	never	ask	people	to	sing	with	a	purer	tone	because	I	wouldn’t	

know	what	I	was	asking	them	to	do.	I	might	ask	them	to	sing	with	less	

vibrato.	I	might	ask	them	to	brighten	up	the	vowels.	I	might	ask	the	boys	to	

do	something	technically,	to	get	the	sound	a	bit	more	on	the	breath	

support	and	that	kind	of	thing,	physically	more	engaged.	I	might	have	ways	

of	actually	achieving	that	so	they	had	a	sense,	a	physical	sensation	making	

the	sound	that	I	would	like	them	to	make,	but	it’s	all	about,	really,	the	

efficient	use	of	the	voice	and	a	well-made	sound	and	all	singers	sound	

different.	I	rather	like	the	fact	that	from	year	to	year,	even	during	the	

course	of	the	year,	certainly	when	you’re	dealing	with	the	boys	who	are	

growing	up,	by	definition,	within	that	five	years,	very	quickly	until	the	end.	

The	sound	of	the	choir	changes	and	matures	and	develops	as	it	goes	on,	

and	there	isn’t	much	one	could	do	about	that.	You	can’t	force	them	to	

make	the	sounds	they	were	making	two	months	ago,	the	sound	you	want	

them	to.	I’m	rambling	on	a	little	bit	but,	purity	of	tone,	not	a	big	fan	of	that	
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expression.	

Interviewer	 So	does	knowing	that	review	change	the	way	you	feel	about	the	

performance	at	all?	

James	O’Donnell	 No,	not	really.	

Interviewer	 Are	there	any	elements	you	admire	in	that	performance?	

James	O’Donnell	 I	think,	particularly	at	the	time,	it	sounded	like	a	very	reasonable	viable	

musical	approach	to	singing	that	repertoire.	It	sounded	respectful	and	

understanding	of	the	music	and	of	the	function	of	the	text	and	so	forth.	I	

would	applaud	it.	

Interviewer	 We’ll	now	go	onto	the	next	recording,	which	is	also	The	English	Singers,	but	

this	time	they’re	singing	This	Day	Christ	Was	Born	recorded	in	the	same	

year,	1924.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

Interviewer	 What	are	you	first	reactions	to	that?	

James	O’Donnell	 I	think	it’s	really,	really	interesting.	From	the	sounds	that	we	have	in	our	

ears	today	of	other	groups	doing	this	in	a	slightly	more	historically-

informed,	post	Clerkes	of	Oxenford,	Tallis	Scholars,	The	Sixteen,	

Monteverdi	Choir,	people	like	Herreweghe,	we	listen	to	different	sounds.	

So	you’re	very	unlikely	to	hear	a	group	of	singers	singing	like	that	today.	It’s	

a	very	dated	approach.	But	it’s	very	good.	There’s	lots	of	rhythmic	vitality.	

Of	course	it’s	much	more	complicated	rhythmically	than	the	other	piece,	so	

there	are	one	or	two	sticky	moments	to	the	ensemble.	But	of	course,	this	is	

in	the	days	before	digital	editing,	the	equivalent	of	Photoshop	that	we	can	

all	rely	on	to	clean	up	any	inaccuracies.	But	it’s	pretty	good	and	some	very,	

very	nice	singing	again,	a	unified	approach.	The	vibrato’s	very	fast.	The	

English	pronunciation	is	rather	old-fashioned	sounding,	but	these	are	very	

good	singers	for	their	time.	You	can	hear	the	madrigal	tradition	in	the	

music	very	much.	Lots	of	rhythmic	life	to	it.	One	or	two	moments	when	the	

faster	notes	are	slightly	hurried	and	the	ensemble	comes	apart	at	the	

seams,	ever	so	slightly.	Generally,	a	very	satisfactory	ensemble	approach	to	

the	music	and	bringing	the	text	to	life	very	well,	so	I	think	it’s	very	

impressive.	I	don’t	want	any	of	these	comments	to	sound	condescending,	

you	know,	“good	for	the	time.”	I	imagine	that	was	fantastically	good	at	the	

time.	The	approach	comes	very	much	from	within	the	music.	They’re	

picking	up	aspects	of	the	piece	and	its	text,	and	I	think	they’re	bringing	it	to	

life	from	within,	from	their	own	musical	background.	I	hear	that	in	there,	so	
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I	think	it’s	very	good.	

Interviewer	 I	have	another	quote	about	an	English	Singer’s	performance,	this	time	it’s	

about	the	live	performance	that	they	gave	and	the	reviewer	said:	

Among	the	audience	were	to	be	noticed	leading	members	of	society	

and	representatives	of	the	intellectual	world,	all	of	whom	enjoyed	

not	only	the	singing,	marked	for	its	perfect	unanimity	of	nuance	

and	interpretation,	but	also	the	madrigals,	motets,	ballets,	and	

duets	by	Byrd,	Purcell,	and	Weelkes,	as	well	as	the	British	and	Irish	

songs,	in	which	a	revival	of	a	literature	almost	unknown	to	those	

present	was	brought	to	their	notice.	

James	O’Donnell	 They	were	obviously	very	well	received	and	people	looked	forward	to	their	

performance	and	quite	right	too.	I	imagine	they	were	very	different	from	

quite	a	lot	of	other	groups.	I	suppose	the	minority	of	the	singers	would	

have	been	interested	in	this	repertoire.	So	the	groups	who	were	interested,	

they	would	have	had	members	who	were	particularly	enthusiastic,	may	

well	have	been	at	university	and	discovered	it	in	scholarly	circles	or	by	

contact	with	Tudor	Music	circles,	people	like	that,	the	ripples	coming	out	of	

that.	So	the	singers	would	possibly	have	been	graduates	or	people	who’ve	

been	somehow	exposed	to	movements	to	be	interested	in	that	old	English	

music.	Certainly	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	by	the	1920s,	I	think	Richard	

Terry	had	already	left	by	then,	but	he	would	have	been	very	much	a	part	of	

the	scene	that	is	reviving	that	kind	of	repertoire.	Obviously	not	in	The	

English	Singers	context,	but	within	the	context	of	his	Cathedral.	It	was	very	

celebrated.	The	press	celebrated	its	liturgies	and	music	in	its	early	years	

because	you	couldn’t	hear	that	music	done	anywhere	else.	It	was	all	

fascinating	to	people,	so	I	think	it’s	very	much	part	of	that	movement	that	

we’re	listening	to	with	this	group.	It	was	just	done	by	a	group	of	singers	

who	are	clearly	enthusiasts	and	clearly	very	adept	and	very	able.	I	like	the	

rhythmic	precision	and	the	clean	attack	of	the	soprano,	for	example.	The	

soprano	and	the	tenor	were	maybe	a	little	bit	loud	but	that	could	be	a	

recording	thing.	Very	high,	but	a	very	well	made	voice.	Very	articulate	and	

good	precise	attack,	even	though	the	vibrato	was	quite	pronounced.	

Interviewer	 Why	don’t	we	move	onto	the	Westminster	recording	at	this	point.	Just	

before	I	get	you	to	play	it,	do	you,	even	of	choirs	today,	do	you	conceive	of	a	

large	difference	between	a	choir	resident	in	a	particular	place,	like	
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Westminster,	as	opposed	to	choirs	that	tour	around?	

James	O’Donnell	 The	choirs	that	generally	tour	around	generally	don’t	sing	at	church.	They	

tend	to	be	adult	choirs,	so,	of	course	they	are	very	different	from	choirs	

that	contain	children,	in	many	ways.	I	think	a	choir	that’s	based	in	a	place	

and	belongs	to	that	place,	clearly	reflects	that	place	and	when	it	does	

travel,	King’s	travels	more	than	Westminster	does,	for	various	reasons,	

they	bring	the	place	with	them	in	a	way.	So	in	a	sense,	you’re	hearing	more	

than	just	a	group	of	singers	and	the	music	that	they’re	singing:	you’re	

experiencing	something	of	the	place.	They’ve	brought	with	them	the	ethos,	

what	it	stands	for.	If	you	sing	in	the	same	building	every	day,	it’s	going	to	

affect	the	sound	you’re	going	to	make.	Inevitably	you’re	going	to	work	and	

you’re	going	to	sing	in	a	way,	and	function	in	a	way	chorally,	that	it	just	sets	

you	in	that	place	and	it’s	something	which	grows	up	and	continues	to	

develop.	It’s	a	natural	thing	for	any	group	to	do.	In	an	instrumental	group	

or	an	orchestra	playing	in	a	concert	hall	like	the	Vienna	Philharmonic,	that	

will	sound	different	from	the	Berlin	Philharmonic	or	the	London	Symphony	

Orchestra	in	different	halls	and	in	a	different	context.	I	think	it	does	

inevitably,	the	place	imprints	on	the	group.	

Interviewer	 Let’s	listen	now	to	the	Westminster	Cathedral	recording.	So	this	is	recorded	

in	1929	so	it’s	Lancelot	Long	who’s	conducting	at	this	stage.	

MUSIC	PLAYS	

James	O’Donnell	 Yes,	I’m	familiar	with	this	recording	anyhow.	

Interviewer	 You’ve	heard	this	one	before?	So	what	are	your	first	reactions	to	it?	

James	O’Donnell	 My	first	reaction	is	it	isn’t	very	good,	even	by	the	sounds	of	the	time,	and	

probably	even	for	the	recording,	because	the	choir	is	simply	not	singing	in	

the	same	way.	The	upper	three	parts	are	very	woolly	and	indistinct,	in	

terms	of	their	projection	of	the	text.	Of	the	vividness	of	the	vowels,	they’re	

too	similar	and	very	lacking	in	brightness	and	colour.	It	sounds	like	a	bass	

obbligato	with	the	backing	group	on	the	top.	The	bass	is	very	old	fashioned,	

very	slightly	overwrought	in	terms	of	its	characterization,	but	it	sounds	as	

though	in	a	different	performance.	So	purely	just	in	its	own	musical	terms,	

if	one	was	being	critical	about	it,	one	would	say,	“That’s	not	very	good.”	It’s	

nowhere	near	as	good	as	The	English	Singers	one	as	a	performance	of	that	

piece.	

Interviewer	 If	you	put	yourself	in	Lancelot	Long’s	head,	what	aesthetic	values	do	you	

think	he	was	trying	to	bring	out?	
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James	O’Donnell	 That’s	a	very	difficult	question	to	answer	and	he	might	not	have	known.	My	

reaction	to	that	is	that	he’s	not	listening	to	the	choir	very	carefully.	I’m	not	

quite	sure	whether	there	were	any	clear	aesthetic	values	in	his	mind.	I	

think	he	might	have	had	a	very	particular	idea	of	how	boys	might	sing	in	a	

pure	way.	They	sound	as	if	they’re	not	opening	their	mouths	very	much	

and	they	sound	as	if	they’re	trying	to	make	a	very	blended,	rounded	sound.	

It’s	quite	in	tune	and	all	that	kind	of	thing,	but	it	doesn’t	have	much	

character.	There	isn’t	much	shape.	On	the	word	verum	you	have	a	sort	of	

sforzando,	which	we	would	possibly	regard	as	a	slightly	exaggerated	

suggestion	of	musical	style,	to	bring	it	out	with	horrible	accents.	Again,	it	

could	be	a	recording	fault,	but	it	doesn’t	sound	to	me	as	if	the	basses	are	

on	the	same	page	as	everybody	else,	or	rather	interestingly	if	everybody	

else	is	on	the	same	page	as	the	basses.	

Interviewer	 I	have	another	quote.	This	is	actually	the	review	in	The	Musical	Times	of	this	

exact	recording	that	you	just	heard.	What	had	happened	is	that	it	seems	

Westminster	Abbey	released	a	record	at	the	same	time	as	the	Cathedral	so	

the	review	sort	of	compares	and	contrasts	the	two.	But	I’ll	just	read	from	

the	section	that	talks	about	Westminster	Cathedral.	The	reviewer	said:	

The	Westminster	Cathedral	Choir	is	also	recorded,	and	inevitably	

one	makes	comparisons.	I	can't	say	good	things	about	the	music	of	

the	Benediction	service	-	very	ordinary	hymn-tunes	and	a	dullish	

Motet	by	Eslava.	A	couple	of	Byrd	Motets	are	a	better	test.	The	'	

Ave	Regina'	opens	far	too	jerkily	by	the	trebles,	and	I	feel	that	the	

pace	throughout	is	too	quick.	The	fine	'Ave	Verum'	is	better	in	every	

way	deeply	expressive,	and	with	the	right	note	of	urgency	in	the	

climaxes.	The	poignant	discords	-	where	Byrd	writes	F	sharp	against	

F	natural	and	again	B	flat	against	B	natural	-	seem	to	be	toned	

down	somewhat,	but	that	may	be	a	matter	of	recording.	There	are	

excellent	men's	voices	in	this	choir,	especially	in	the	bass	

department,	but	I	very	much	prefer	the	Abbey	boys.	The	Cathedral	

treble	tone	is	too	hooty,	and	even	'	Amen	'	comes	out	as	'Oomoo’.	

James	O’Donnell	 Yes,	he	was	called	Lulu	Long.	That	was	his	nickname	I	heard	from	George	

Malcolm,	many	years	ago.	George	Malcolm	was	quite	disparaging	about	

the	choir	under	Lancelot	Long.	Lancelot	Long	was	a	priest.	I	think	he	

directly	followed	Richard	Terry	who	became	rather	unmanageable	towards	
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the	end.	He’s	famous	for	shouting	at	the	clergy	when	they	got	it	wrong	and	

that	kind	of	thing.	But	I	think	they	probably	decided	that	rather	than	

appoint	some	annoying,	irritable,	uncontrollable	lay	person,	we’ll	use	a	

priest.	I	don’t	want	to	be	unfair	to	Lancelot	Long,	I’m	sure	he	did	his	best..	

If	you	were	just	listening	to	it,	not	taking	any	other	view	of	it	other	than	

hearing	the	choir,	hootiness	is	a	interesting	word,	but	the	vowels	are	very	

nondescript	and	the	boys	are	making	a	very	non-descript,	slightly	

inconsequential	job	of	it.	

Interviewer	 The	reviewer	really	loves	the	bass	sound	in	it.	

James	O’Donnell	 Well,	I	think	I	said	something	along	similar	lines.	The	basses	are	singing	the	

words,	they’re	engaging	with	the	music	in	an	energetic	way,	but	

unfortunately,	no	one	in	the	rest	of	the	choir	does	the	same	thing.	It	might	

be	nice	to	have	the	basses	doing	that,	but	the	choir	needs	to	function	as	a	

unit	to	give	a	viable	account	of	the	music,	and	they’re	clearly	not	doing	that	

on	the	face	of	it	in	this	recording.	I	like	the	way	both	the	reviewers	that	

you’re	quoting	from,	had	a	sentence	saying,	“Well,	of	course,	it	could	be	a	

recording	problem.”	It	shows	a	certain	amount	of	sensitivity	to	the	not	

ideal	practicalities	of	recording	in	those	days.	The	technology	was	what	we	

would	think	of	as	incredibly	primitive.	It	was	certainly	not	as	sophisticated	

as	our	recording	now.	It	was	good	of	the	critics	to	say,	“Well,	you	know,	I	

may	be	listening	for	a	lot	of	years	and	one	might	have	to	make	allowances	

for	technicality.”	I	thought	that	was	impressive	of	the	reviewer	actually.	

Not	sure	what	all	that	means.	

Interviewer	 If	I	could	just	give	you	some	closing	questions.	We’ll	skip	the	last	recording.	

Just	some	more	general	questions.	Firstly,	do	you	think	the	performing	style	

of	Tudor	choral	music	has	changed	over	the	century?	

James	O’Donnell	 Yes,	vastly.	There	have	been	all	kinds	of	theories	about	pitch.	Scholarship	

for	this	has	increased;	the	amount	of	scholars	has	increased.	There’ve	been	

various	practical	applications	of	scholarly	discovery,	scholarly	theories	and	

a	wide	public	interest.	The	sheer	availability	of	this	music	now	online	and	

on	CDs	and	a	number	of	groups	singing	it,	and	our	discovery	of	different	

sorts	of	repertoire	that	used	to	be	not	much	discovered,	has	increased	

phenomenally.	It’d	be	very	strange	if	our	performances	had	not	similarly	

changed,	developed,	expanded	into	different	areas.	We	still	don’t	know	

how	it	sounded	in	the	era	in	which	it	was	composed.	We	can	only	surmise.	

We	have	some	documentary	evidence	about	the	forces,	which	could	give	
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us	a	clue	about	the	balance	within	a	choir,	the	likely	scale	of	those	

performances	in	many	cases,	but	we	can’t	do	much	more	than	guess	how	

the	choir	sounded.	I	would	say,	with	great	respect	to	the	historical	

performance	movement,	which	I	am	very	interested	in	and	regard	myself	a	

part	of,	I	don’t	think	when	it	comes	to	performing	Tudor	music	liturgically	

today,	as	against	for	example	performing	a	concert,	that	there’s	a	more	

historically	informed	agenda	at	play.	Certainly	if	I	perform	this	music	

liturgically,	I	would	want	to	make	it	an	effective,	a	musically	sensitive	

approach	to	that	repertoire	within	the	context	of	what	else	we	were	doing.	

A	choir	that	can	sing	Brahms	and	Tippett	and	Stanford	can	turn	its	

attention	to	Taverner,	Byrd,	Weelkes,	Tomkins	and	all	the	rest	of	them,	as	

we	do,	but	you	can’t	drop	the	fact	that	you’ve	also	sung	all	this	other	kind	

of	music.	I	think	that’s	the	key	thing	to	singing	in	a	liturgical	context.	It	

doesn’t	mean	that	you’d	sing	Byrd	the	same	way	you’d	sing	Brahms.	You	

could	bring	a	different	set	of	skills	and	a	different	set	of	characteristics	to	

the	fore.	But	you	can	also	draw	on	some	of	the	great	things	that	you	have	

in	other	repertoire,	the	line	that	you	might	have	or	the	vocal	development	

that	you	can	bring	into	some	other	music.	So	I	think	it’s	a	very	interesting	

thing	and	it	varies	from	place	to	place,	from	conductor	to	conductor,	from	

choir	to	choir,	and	even	from	time	to	time	within	the	same	choir.	As	I	say,	

the	key	thing	about	having	a	boys’	choir	is	that	it’s	always	changing,	and	

the	boys	are	growing	and	their	voices	change	as	they	grow	and	get	bigger,	

apart	from	the	physical	change	in	voice.	So	it’s	a	constantly	moving	

scenario	and	you	can	never	just	pinpoint	how	you	want	it	to	be.	I	think	it’s	

not	a	very	sensible	thing	to	say,	“I	want	my	choir	to	sound	like	this	all	the	

time.”	I	think	you’re	inevitably	going	to	have	a	core	character,	a	personality	

to	your	choir,	because	that	comes	from	you	and	your	taste	in	singers.	It’s	

never	going	to	stand	still.	

Interviewer	 The	choirs	I	played	you,	the	recordings	today	from	the	first	half	of	the	

twentieth	century,	do	you	feel	they’ve	played	a	role	in	the	development	of	

this	performing	style	for	Tudor	choral	music	that	we	have	today?	

James	O’Donnell	 I	think,	yes,	inevitably,	because	people	grew	up	listening	to	them,	going	to	

their	performances	and	talking	about	them,	and	then	singing	the	music	

themselves	or	getting	other	people	involved	in	it.	It’s	part	of	the	process.	

It’s	the	ball	rolling	down	the	hill	gathering	moss.	Some	of	the	things	that	

happen	in	terms	of	musical	performance	are,	of	course,	negative.	People	
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react	against	it.	There’ll	be	some	groups	which	are	possibly	even	founded	

to	counteract	the	musical	aesthetics	of	other	groups,	because	the	

conductor	doesn’t	like	them	or	the	singers	don’t	like	them.	They	want	to	do	

it	in	a	different	way.	They’re	saying	“We’ve	had	enough	of	period	stuff	like	

this.	Why	can’t	we	do	it	like	this?”	There	are	some	groups	like	that	and	

they’re	very	interesting	too.	One	tends	to	think	that	groups	that	are	just	

banging	their	drum	might	be	much	less	interesting	in	the	long	term	than	

they	might	be	in	the	short	term.	But	all	of	these	things	have	an	actual	

affect.	You	can	never	wrap	things	in	a	protective	cover	and	just	leave	them	

as	they	are.	Everything	affects	everything	else.	As	I	said,	it’s	impossible	for	

me	to	listen	to	a	group	singing	and	recording	in	1924	in	the	way	somebody	

in	1924	would	have	heard	it,	because	I’m	familiar	with	the	music	since	then	

and	what’s	happened	since	then,	so	would	I	listen	to	it	with	different	ears	

and	different	sensibility.	So	everything	affects	everything	else,	one	way	or	

another,	whether	directly	or	positively	or	less	positively.	

Interviewer	 I	have	a	final	quote	for	you.	This	is	a	quote	from	a	contemporary	academic	

and	he’s	talking	about	early	recordings	of	medieval	choral	music,	so	a	bit	

earlier.	I’m	interested	to	know	whether	you	think	his	comment	could	also	be	

applied	to	the	recordings	you	heard	today.	So	he	said:	

...it	is	tempting	to	go	on	to	say	that	the	ensemble	singing	in	these	

recordings,	whether	from	the	1930s	or	the	1950s,	is	so	execrable	in	

imprecision	of	pitch	and	timing	that	it	is	hardly	surprising	that	

unaccompanied	performance	was	not	taken	seriously	as	a	general	

medieval	practice…		

Could	that	be	applied	to	the	recordings	you	heard	today?	

James	O’Donnell	 No,	I	don’t	think	it	could.	I	think	the	word	execrable	is	an	extremely	strong	

pejorative	expression.	I	don’t	think	it	would	apply	at	all,	even	to	the	

Westminster	Cathedral	one,	which	was	not	a	terribly	good	performance	of	

that	piece.	It	could	hardly	be	described	as	execrably	poorly	tuned,	

whatever	else	one	might	say,	and	I	said	a	number	of	not	very	

complimentary	things	about	it.	It	sounds	like	such	a	generalization	that	

there	that	might	have	a	deeper	underlying	agenda	to	those	comments.		

Interviewer	 The	repertoire	you	heard	today,	the	Byrd,	do	you	consider	that	repertoire	to	

be	part	of	early	music?	

James	O’Donnell	 Early	music	is	only	early	from	where	you	are	now.	When	Byrd	wrote	it,	it	

wasn’t	early.	Early	music	is	in	some	ways	a	meaningless	expression.	I	think	
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it’s	part	of	Renaissance	sacred	music.	It’s	a	repertoire	which	is	composed	at	

the	time	it	belongs	to.	It	was	created	at	that	time.	I	don’t	think	you	need	to	

approach	it	in	an	‘early	music’	way	or	an	‘early	music’	pattern;	you	can	

approach	it	in	any	way	and	make	it	work.	You	can	even	have	a	very,	very	

big	choir	singing	Byrd’s	Ave	Verum	very,	very	well.	You	could	do	a	really	

good	performance	of	it	with	an	enormous	choral	society,	and	you	could	do	

a	terrible	performance	of	it	with	an	enormous	choral	society,	just	as	well	as	

you	could	do	a	terrible	performance	if	you	have	only	four	singers	in	a	

group.	I	suppose	you	could	say	one	is	more	‘authentic’,	by	definition,	than	

the	other,	that’s	the	kind	of	view	you	can	take.	You	could	say,	I	know	that	

my	130-piece	symphony	chorus	is	not	going	to	sing	it	in	an	‘authentic	way’.	

Well,	we’re	not	trying	to	do	that.	We	don’t	want	the	same	kind	of	

performance.	We’re	going	to	sing	it	in	a	different	way.	It	could	be	beautiful.	

It	could	be	sensitive.	It	would	be	totally	unlike	anything	Byrd	could	ever	

imagine	and	it	could	be	totally	unlike	anything	I	would	ever	want	to	do,	but	

it	could	be	wonderful	in	its	own	terms,	or	terrible	or	any	one	of	the	three.	

So	I	think	you	can’t	be	too	doctrinaire	about	things.	Good	music	can	survive	

a	lot.	Fine	music	is	able	to	withstand	a	variety	of	adaptations	and	different	

versions.	You	could	say	that	perhaps	singing	Byrd’s	Ave	Verum	with	a	big	

chorus	is	simply	an	arrangement	of	the	music	for	a	different	medium,	

almost.	

Interviewer	 One	final	question,	the	recordings	you	heard	today,	do	you	feel	they	played	

a	role	in	the	development	of	early	music?	

James	O’Donnell	 It’s	very	hard	to	say	that,	but	I	think	it’s	possible	that	they,	and	many	other	

similar	recordings,	have	fed	into	the	growing	consciousness	of	the	growing	

knowledge	and	love	and	interest	that	we	have	in	the	repertoire.	Supposing	

you’re	a	youngster	and	you	visited	your	grandmother	who	happened	to	

have	a	recording.	This	is	maybe	in	the	‘40’s,	having	recordings	of	1924	of	

Byrd’s	Ave	Verum	sung	by	The	English	Singers,	for	the	sake	of	argument.	

And	you	listen	to	it	and	you	thought	‘that	was	lovely,	that	was	beautiful’.	

That	might	have	kindled	your	interest	in	that	repertoire.	In	the	same	way,	

when	I	was	a	schoolboy	I	heard	recordings	by	The	Early	Music	Consort	of	

London	under	David	Munrow	and	that	got	me	hooked	on	early	music	and	I	

was	an	early	music	freak	when	I	was	in	my	teens.	I	wanted	to	play	the	

harpsichord.	I	wanted	to	play	the	crumhorn.	I	didn’t	do	that,	thankfully,	but	

I	did	play	the	harpsichord	and	it	got	me	hooked	on	the	whole	musical	
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world.	I	kind	of	discovered	it	by	accident,	but	I’ve	moved	on	from	The	Early	

Music	Consort	of	London	and	I	don’t	listen	to	that	repertoire	very	much	

now.	I	certainly	don’t	work	in	that	kind	of	repertoire.	But	it	got	me	into	lots	

of	other	things.	I	think	the	same	could	be	true	with	any	recordings,	you	just	

can’t	tell	how	it	would	have	eventually	been.	

Interviewer	 Well	that	was	my	last	question	so	thank	you	so	very	much	for	this,	James.	
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