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Association Newsletter

Deo wins a BBC Music Magazine Award
We are absolutely thrilled that 
Deo has won the BBC Music 
Magazine award in the Choral 
category! � e winner was 
decided by public vote, and 
we are immensely grateful  
to all who voted for us. � is 
is the fi rst time that this 
prestigious accolade has 
been given to a collegiate or cathedral choir.

� e award was presented by John Rutter to Andrew 
Nethsingha at a ceremony at Kings Place in London 
on 19th April. A group of the Gentlemen of St John’s 

performed Tallis’ Loquebantur variis linguis and 
Hassler’s Verbum caro factum est.

Deo is the fi rst recording on our new ‘St John’s’ 
recording label and it features a collection of 
sacred works by Jonathan Harvey, who was once 
an undergraduate at St John’s, and was awarded 
an Honorary Fellowship at the College. Two of the 
works – � e Annunciation and � e Royal Banners – 
were written especially for the Choir. � e recording 
also features organ works Toccata for organ and tape 
and Laus Deo, as well as the popular anthems Come, 
Holy Ghost and I Love the Lord.

Picture above: Andrew Nethsingha and a group of the Gentlemen of 
St John’s receive the award from John Rutter

We are absolutely thrilled that 
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Andrew Nethsingha said of the disc: “We are very 
proud and grateful to have received this prestigious 
award. We started working on the music in April 
2009, so several generations of choristers and choral 
and organ students have been involved in 
the project. I am grateful to the singers and to 
the organist Edward Picton-Turbervill for their 
wonderful music-making.”

“Jonathan Harvey was one 
of the greatest composers 
of his time, but some of 
his church music is less 
well-known, perhaps 
because it is diffi  cult to 
perform. While many 
contemporary composers 
are vigorous self-
publicists, Jonathan was 

quite the reverse so it is particularly gratifying when 
his music is recognized in this way.”

� e recording has been widely successful, 
receiving praise from many publications 
including the following:

“� is is an essential disc not only for admirers 
of Jonathan Harvey’s work in general but for all 
those interested in contemporary sacred music” 
Ivan Moody, Gramophone Magazine

“ecstatic” “richly challenging” “� e Choir 
tackles it all with confi dence and clarity” 
� e Observer

“a terrifi c disc” “� ese are performances 
to treasure, of great intensity and 
remarkable power” 
Planet Hugill

“� e Choir of St John’s College, Cambridge, has 
done one of its old boys proud” “ambition has 
paid off  handsomely” “the music on this disc is 
so varied and inspiring” 
Financial Times

“Andrew Nethsingha and the St John’s forces 
have this often-challenging repertoire well 
under control, delivering characterful yet 
authoritative performances of which they can 
be justly proud” 
CD of the month Choir and Organ

www.sjcchoir.co.uk
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          � is is the fi rst 
time that this prestigious 
accolade has been 
given to a collegiate or 
cathedral choir

Decca to release George 
Guest Box Set
We are delighted to hear that Decca is releasing a 
box set of George Guest’s recordings of the Choir, 
recognising Dr Guest’s contribution to the English 
Choral tradition. Decca has created 42 CDs which 
have been mastered from the original tapes and 
include copies of their original vinyl jackets.

� e release of this box set is a recognition of George 
Guest’s tenure of 40 years (1951-1991� which 
cemented the clear enunciation and emotionally 
direct approach that we recognise  as the “St John’s 
Sound.” He was able to bring music of the French 
choral tradition to English choirs, as well as revive 
the neglected 16th century masses and the late 
Haydn masses, giving St John’s a unique repertoire 
that set it apart from other collegiate choirs. 

� e works received praise from contemporary 
composers. Durufl é said “[I] greatly appreciate the 
qualities of execution, of interpretation and of the 
sound itself…” whilst Langlais commented: “I admire 
everything – the style, the tempi, the voices, the 
organist, and the conductor. Let me tell you of my 
deepest gratitude and admiration.”

� e box set will 
be released on 
2nd June, and 
is available to 
pre-order from 
Amazon and Presto 
Classical. 

         � e release of this box set is a recognition 
of George Guest’s tenure  of 40 years (1951-
1991� which cemented the clear enunciation 
and emotionally direct approach that we 
recognise  as the “St John’s Sound.



News
in brief

New Commission: 
God in Triumph
� e Choir will be performing a new commission by 
Ben Parry at Evensong on Tuesday, 13th June. � e 
work – commissioned by the Master and Fellows 
and generously supported by Paul and Joana Lindsell 
and Jeremy and Jodie Podger – is named God in 
Triumph written for men’s voices and featuring 
text paraphrased from Psalm 47 by Garth Bardsley 
(Choral Student 1984-7�.

� e Gents record a Christmas CD
After a successful fundraising campaign, the 
Gentlemen of St John’s have recorded a new disc of 
Christmas music in Chapel before the start of the 
Easter Term. � e Gents’ Christmas repertoire has 
expanded signifi cantly since the recording of its last 
Christmas disc, A Gentle Christmas, in 2009, and it 
includes settings by Gents past and present as well as a 
setting of White Christmas by Christopher Robinson.

Check out the Gents @gentlemenofstjohn’s on 
Facebook, where you’ll fi nd videos of them singing 
Christmas rep as well as a setting of O Nata Lux by 
current Gent, Piers Connor Kennedy, which they 
sang at a recent concert at Malmesbury Abbey.

www.sjcchoir.co.uk www.sjcchoir.co.uk
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� e College has announced that Michael Finnissy has 
been made the fi rst Composer in Residence at St John’s. 
� e Residency – until 2019, the 150th anniversary of 
the completion of St John’s College Chapel – will see 
Finnissy working closely with the Choir, writing four 
new anthems and fi ve organ ‘refl ections’ for the Organ 
Scholars. � e appointment follows Finnissy’s British 
Composer Award in 2015 for John the Baptist, St John’s 
College Choir’s commission for their Advent Carol 
Service in 2014.

� e Choir has always sought to champion new music, 
and Andrew wishes to build on George Guest’s work 
establishing the Choir’s worldwide reputation, and 
introducing new repertoire to Britain through services 
and recordings.

� e next disc on our St John’s 
label is Subito: our very fi rst 
solo recording on the label 
by violinist Julia Hwang, 
accompanied by Charles 
Matthews. Julia, who is a 
fi nalist in Music at St John’s, is 
already highly accomplished 
as a performer: she gave her 

professional solo début with the English National 
Baroque Orchestra at the age of nine, and has had 
numerous engagements with professional ensembles as 
well as on television and radio.

Julia has been supported by Andrew Nethsingha 
throughout the project, and he is thrilled about the 
recording: “I will never forget the fi rst time I heard the 
radiant playing of Julia Hwang (another Cliftonian, as 
it happens) and I am so grateful to the late Sir David 
Willcocks for having encouraged her to apply to study at 
St John’s.”

“It is my hope that 
this disc, released in 
the month of Julia’s 
graduation, will help 
catapult her – SUBITO! 
– onto her rightful place 
on the world’s stage.”
� e disc was recorded 
at the Britten Studio in 
Snape Maltings, and will 
be released on Friday, 16th June. It is already available to 
pre-order on Amazon and Presto Classical.

� e new works for St John’s – beginning with 
Dum transisset Sabbatum – are in a line of pieces 
by Finnissy which are inspired by material from 
eponymous composers. � ey fall into a tranche 
of work by the composer including the Verdi 
Transcriptions, Obrecht Motetten and Gershwin 
Arrangements and form a substantial part of 
his output.

Andrew Nethsingha said:
“I have long been on the lookout for the right 
composer with whom we can form a creative 
partnership over a number of years. At last I have 
found the right person. Finnissy is one of the most 
highly regarded British composers. He is well-
known for his instrumental compositions and he 
also has a great love for choral music and for the 
sound of our Choir in particular. I feel on the same 
wavelength as him in our creative conversations and 
I am looking forward to working closely with him 
over the next two years”

Michael Finnissy said:
“� is Residency came about in the best possible 
way: from previous, rewarding and successful, 
work with the Choir and Andrew Nethsingha. � e 
new works for St John’s College Cambridge will 
fi nd their material in the music of the eponymous 
composers. � e material is re-located, destabilised, 
re-visioned from diff erent angles. Sometimes it 
sounds deceptively like the named composers, 
or like more and more distant memories of their 
work, or apparently remote, alienated in manner 
and style from it. � is is also a way of examining 
and refl ecting on our musical culture, in which 
new Art Music is marginalised and almost 
completely overwhelmed by the past, or by venal 
commercialism.”

Julia Hwang’s 
Subito released 
in June

Michael Finnissy 
appointed Composer 
in Residence at St 
John’s College
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News
in brief

Concert at Marlborough College
� e Choir took a day out of the regular Chapel 
routine to perform a concert in the stunning chapel 
at Marlborough College on 5th February, where they 
performed a varied programme of choral favourites. 

Ian Wicks – father of the Choir’s Assistant Organist 
Joseph and Director of Music at Salisbury Cathedral 
School –sang with them! � e Choir is also very 
grateful to Ian for stepping in as organist at Salisbury 
last term in order to let John Challenger become 
Acting Director of Music at St John’s. Joseph was also 
singing on the day, so it was quite possibly the fi rst 
time that a father and son have performed together 
in the Choir on the same voice part!

www.sjcchoir.co.uk www.sjcchoir.co.uk
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Reuben � omas (Chorister, Volunteer, Choral Student 
and Lay Clerk, 1982–2003) has written a mock-epic 
in verse about a Choir tour to the Netherlands in 
1992. Inspired by the satires of Alexander Pope, the 
book is also written and produced in an 18th-century 
style, and hand-bound by Colin Elsdon of Stoakley 
Bookbinders, who bound the Choir’s music for 
decades. Also inspired by the metafi ction of Borges 
and Nabokov, the introduction and footnotes contain 
clues to a murder mystery!

� e 40-page book is available in hardback (red cloth) 
or softback (red card), both hand-lettered in gold 
on the front cover and spine. It includes a bonus 
appendix about a certain former Dean of Chapel.

� e book can be ordered from the author at 
rrt@sc3d.org. � ere’s a special off er for readers of the 
Choir Association newsletter: £5 off  (just mention 
the newsletter when ordering). Hardback: £30+P&P; 
Softback: £20+P&P.

� e book’s web page gives more details and sample 
pages: rrt.sc3d.org/Writing/Poetry/� e Youth Hostel

Stephen Fort, former Chorister 2001 to 2006 writes:

“I have very much enjoyed my fi rst year of a Master’s 
at the RNCM. It is the fi rst time I have ever been 
able to devote myself entirely to singing, and have 
benefi ted enormously from the various visiting tutors 
from around the country. In my transition from the 
choir stalls to the stage, I have enjoyed developing 
my acting in workshops led by Old Johnian, Garth 
Bardsley, and have even branched out into musical 
theatre… Another highlight of the year has been 
singing the role of Sarastro in a Spotlight Performance 
of Die Zauberfl öte – a role that I hope to perform more 
often in the future. Most importantly, it has given 
me regular contact time with my teacher, Nicholas 
Powell, and has helped me establish a foothold in the 
profession; my participation in a mentor scheme at 
Opera North for students at the RNCM has led to my 
joining the extra chorus for their production of Billy 
Budd at the Aldeburgh Festival this summer.

I would like to thank � e Choir Association for its 
fi nancial support towards my Master’s. Its generosity 
has allowed me to focus on my studies and make the 
most of the opportunities presented to me. As a result 
I am now able to begin my career as a professional 
bass, and am extremely grateful to the trust in aiding 
me with this.”

Tales from a tour!
News from 
the RNCM

          It is the fi rst time 
I have ever been able to 
devote myself entirely 
to singing



News
in brief

Jonathan 
Vaughan, Organ 
Scholar (2000 – 
2004), joins our 
growing number 
of former Choir 
members who 
are now based in 
the USA. Johnny 
writes:
“I’m spending a 
few months as 
Interim Associate 

Organist at � e Cathedral of All Saints, Albany NY, 
USA. It was the fi rst Episcopal Cathedral to be built 
in America and is a block away from the New York 
State Capitol building. � e architect, Robert Wilson 
Gibson, envisaged a building in the model of the 

great cathedrals of Europe. Whilst the building is 
still incomplete, particularly the exterior, it is a 
spacious gothic cathedral with a Spanish fl avour.

� e Cathedral Choir of Men and Boys dates back 
nearly 150 years, and sings choral services through 
the academic year. Its director, Woody Bynum, has 
just completed ten years of service, and has built 
up a reputation for excellence in the choir, to which 
the various (mostly live) recordings on Spotify 
stand as a testimony. I particularly recommend the 
Britten. � e cathedral has a strong liberal Anglo-
Catholic tradition and its music is at the heart of the 
cathedral community. 

� is has been a refreshing time for me. Despite 
being an American citizen, I’ve never lived here 
before, and I’ve always wanted to spend some time 

in the States and experience the culture and way of 
life. I have had time to learn new organ repertoire, 
much of which has been on my to do list for years. 
� e people here have been very welcoming, and I’m 
thoroughly enjoying my time.” 

www.sjcchoir.co.uk www.sjcchoir.co.uk
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Letter from America:

Farewell to Acting Director of 
Music John Challenger

We were incredibly grateful to John Challenger, 
who did a fantastic job as Acting Director of Music 
during Andrew’s sabbatical last term. He successfully 
organised and directed some of the most important 
events of the Choir’s year, including the Epiphany 
Carol Services and Lent Meditation, two joint 
services with Gonville and Caius and Clare College 
Choirs, and the BBC Radio 3 Broadcast on Ash 
Wednesday (which is currently available as a webcast 
on the Choir’s website).

John was an organist at St John’s from 2008-2012 
and is currently Assistant Director of Music at 
Salisbury Cathedral, and he relished his time back 
at the College: “It was an immense privilege to be 
able to direct the Choir of St John’s last term, and I 
am hugely fortunate to have worked with such an 
outstanding group of talented and enthusiastic young 
musicians. � e Choir of St John’s has always been 
very important to me, so I am enormously grateful to 
Andrew for allowing me such a golden opportunity.”

Organ Recital 
by Five 
St John’s 
Choristers at 
St Lawrence 
Jewry, London

Five St John’s choristers were privileged to be invited to 
give an organ recital at St Lawrence Jewry in the City of 
London. � is was a repeat invitation, having performed 
for the fi rst time last year in an annual series which 

otherwise includes only Sixth Form pupils from such as 
Eton and Harrow. 

As Catherine Ennis, Organist and Director of Music at 
St Lawrence Jewry, said whilst welcoming the audience, 
the organists from St John’s are by far the youngest to 
take part in the series but are by no means the least 
distinguished. Catherine has been on the staff  of St 
Lawrence for over 30 years and is one of the most 
experienced organists in the country.  She was a former 
President of � e Royal College of Organists.

Director of Music, Mr Simon Kirk explained, “Our 
pupils charmed the audience with their own brief 
introductions and impressed hugely with their 
confi dent and stylish performances of works by J.S. 
Bach, Lennox Berkeley, Dieterich Buxtehude, 
Francis Jackson, Kenneth Leighton, Flor Peeters and 
Pietro Yon.”

News of our current Choristers:



News
in brief

Upcoming Concert at the 
� axted Festival
On Friday, 30th June the Choir return to the 
� axted Festival to perform a selection of 
choral favourites, including contributions from 
modern English composers Vaughan Williams, 
Britten and Giles Swayne. � e concert will 
take place in the Parish Church at 7:30 pm and 
tickets are available from the � axted Festival 
website (a link for which can be found on the 
Choir’s website).

Next Choir CD to be recorded
� e Choir’s next recording will take place in 
July, and will feature works by Ralph Vaughan 
Williams. It will be the 98th disc that the Choir 
has produced, and will follow both the recent 
recording of works by Poulenc, Kodály and 
Janáček, and Julia Hwang’s CD Subito to be the 
fi fth on the St John’s label.

If you would like to support the recording and 
sponsor a minute of music, details can be found 
on the choir’s website: http://www.sjcchoir.co.uk/
support/sponsor-minute-music.

Iestyn Davies 
awarded an MBE 
Congratulations to Iestyn 
Davies, Chorister 1987 to 1993 
and Choral Scholar 1999 to 
2002, who was awarded an 
MBE in the Queen’s New 
Year’s Honours List. Iestyn 
writes:

“I’m honoured to receive the Order of MBE. I have 
been singing for as long as I can remember and I have 
always worked hard and given all I can so that others 
can enjoy some of the greatest music ever written. In 
this distinction therefore, I recognise those who have 
been integral to my musical upbringing; my parents and 
the Choir of St John’s College Cambridge, in particular 
George Guest and Christopher Robinson. � e MBE will 
continue to remind me of the signifi cance and good 
fortune a musical education has given me.”

Marlowe Young Musician 
Of � e Year  
Congratulations to basoon player Francis Bushell, former 
chorister 2009 to 2013. In April, having been amongst 
the fi nal six (from 30) selected from his year to give a 
concert at the Royal College of Music, he won outright. 
He played the fi rst two movements (in reverse order, for 
eff ect) of the Weber Bassoon Concerto. � e fi nalists were 
accompanied by a pianist. 

 He followed this by winning the prestigious Marlowe 
Young Musician Of � e Year Award, playing the same 
movements but with orchestra. In presenting the 
prize the adjudicator, highlighted the musicality of his 
performance.

www.sjcchoir.co.uk www.sjcchoir.co.uk
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Members’ News

         I have had a fantastic 
welcome here, and am 
excited to develop a close 
relationship with Boston’s 
rich musical community

          We are excited 
to have found such an 
inspiring and unique 
person to lead the BSO’s 
special chorus

James Burton has 
been appointed 
conductor of the 
Tanglewood Festival 
Chorus and also 
taken on the newly 
established role of 
Boston Symphony 
Orchestra  choral 
director. He is only 
the second leader 
of the Tanglewood 
Festival Chorus 
since its founding 

in 1970. He begins his full-time work as BSO Choral 
Director and Conductor of the Tanglewood Festival 
Chorus at the start of the 2017 Tanglewood season. 
 

James says:
 “I am delighted to have been appointed to this 
prestigious post, and am greatly looking forward 
to leading the incredibly dedicated members 
of the Tanglewood Festival Chorus, working 
closely with Andris Nelsons, and to becoming a 
member of the BSO family of musicians. I have 
had a fantastic welcome here, and am excited to 
develop a close relationship with Boston’s rich 
musical community, especially the wonderful 
audiences of the BSO, as well as the Boston Pops 
under Keith Lockhart. I have loved choral music 
since I was a young boy, and I believe that singing 
is one of the greatest of all human endeavors, not 
least when voices are joined together in a true 
harmony. For me to be given the role of bringing 
great choral music to Boston Symphony audiences 
at Symphony Hall and Tanglewood is a wonderful 
privilege, and I am very much looking forward to 
starting work.”  

James Burton 
moves from 
Schola Cantorum 
of Oxford to the 
Boston Symphony 
Orchestra
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DATES FOR YOUR DIARY
Cantata Evensong  Saturday 20th May 6:30 pm

Garden Party  Saturday 3rd June 4:00-6:00 pm

Joint Evensong with St John’s Voices  Tuesday 6th June 6:30pm

Joint Evensong with Trinity College Choir  � ursday 8th June 6:15pm
(in Trinity College Chapel)

Release of Julia Hwang’s Subito   Friday 16th June 12:45 pm

Concert at � axted Festival  Friday 30th June 7:30 pm

Joint Evensong with King’s College Choir  � ursday 6th July 6pm
(in King’s College Chapel)

Final service of the year  Sunday 9th July 6:30pm

LOOKING AHEAD
2018:
AGM, Epiphany Carol Service and Tea  Saturday 20th January 2018

2019
150th Anniversary of the College Chapel Sunday 12th May 2019

Choir Association Reunion Weekend  Date to be confi rmed

Chorister Concerts
Blake Chen, one of our 
Head Choristers, has 
achieved something 
truly exceptional for a 
chorister of his age: he 
has successfully passed 
a piano diploma, the 
ARSM, and is now an Associate of the Royal Schools 
of Music. He gained a distinction in response to his 
30-minute recital programme.
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 Blake recently performed an organ recital in St John’s 
College Chapel on Sunday, 30th April which included 
works of J.S. Bach, Lennox Berkeley and Edward Elgar.

As part of the 
preparations for his 
grade 8 piano exam 
early in the Summer 
Term, George Balfour 
played works by 
Domenico Scarlatti, 
Haydn and Fauré to a very supportive audience.


