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Welcome 
to the Spring 2017 edition of the 
Choir Association Newsletter

Vote for ‘Deo’
to win BBC Music 
Magazine Award
We are delighted to announce that ‘Deo,’ already a critically acclaimed 
album, has received a nomination for a BBC Music Magazine award in 
the Choral Category!

� e winner of the award is decided by public vote, which is now open 
until 2pm on Friday 24 February. We’d be so grateful for your support, so 
do please vote for us now at awards.classical-music.com 
(please bear in mind that once you have selected your choice, you have to add 
your details at the bottom for the vote to be registered). � e winner will be 
announced on 19th April.



We had a marvellous time travelling Europe from the 
end of term to Christmas, performing a multitude 
of festive works that included many pieces from our 
latest recording, ‘Christmas with St John’s.’ � e Choir 
received a hearty reception wherever it went and 
Andrew was particularly impressed with the boys as 
all were accomplished enough in their musicianship to 
perform at least one solo each.

Our festive series began with two UK concerts: one to 
a packed Chapel in College and the other at Cadogan 
Hall as part of their ‘Choral at Cadogan’ series. Critic 
Robert Hugill gave us a detailed review with much 
praise: he was delighted with Simon Preston’s I Saw 
� ree Ships which ‘was full of imaginative variations 
of scoring, with a lively treble solo’; William Matthias’s 
Sir Christémas ‘was full of lovely rhythmic vigour’; 
and Peter Cornelius’s � e � ree Kings ‘was given 
a magical performance with a lovely baritone solo’ 
provided by Peter Lidbetter.

� e next morning we fl ew to Berlin and apart from 
a mislaid suitcase (which was swiftly apprehended 

the following day) the team arrived safely at our fi rst 
destination of Wittenberg, which this year celebrates 
500 years since the posting of the ‘Ninety-Five � eses’ 
by the town’s most famous son, the theologian Martin 
Luther. After a concise summary of the Reformation 
from the Dean over breakfast, the boys had the 
morning for a kick-around whilst the Gentlemen 
sampled the Wurst, Glühwein and handicrafts from 
the town’s ‘Weinachtsmarkt,’ the fi rst of many on our 
trip. In the afternoon we prepared for and performed 
our concert in the Schlosskirche or ‘Castle Church,’ 
believed to be the building to which Luther nailed his 
theses, provoking the Protestant Reformation.

A long coach journey awaited us 
the next day as we crossed Germany to reach Bad 
Dürrheim, a picturesque town which served as our 
base for us over the coming days. Our next excursion 
was to Stuttgart where we had an excellent tour of the 
Porsche Museum. � ere was something for everyone: 
a gift shop full of toy cars for the boys; some radical 
modern architecture and an absurdly tall escalator for 
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all were accomplished enough in their musicianship to 

A long coach journey awaited us 

A fantastic festive tour to 
Germany and France

 The ‘White Cathedral’ of Dom St Blasien

The Choir’s fi rst concert abroad in the Schlosskirche, Wittenberg



Andrew to enjoy; and a fantastic racing simulator for 
the Gents, who were able to sing a rendition of ‘Jingle 
Bells’ around the latest model of the 911. Our concert 
was in the Stiftskirche, which was – due to extensive 
damage during the war – an interesting patchwork of 
modern and traditional styles, and it was conveniently 
located within the most extensive Weinachtsmarkt of 
the tour, giving the Choir ample enjoyment during 
the breaks.

� e next day saw us in a far more secluded – although 
perhaps the most visually striking – of all our concert 
venues. We travelled deep in to the Schwarzwald (Black 
Forest) to what is known as the ‘White Cathedral’ 
of Dom St Blasien, a majestic Baroque former abbey 
church which now serves as a Jesuit-run Secondary 
School. From this stunning location, the Choir 
performed John Joubert’s � ere is No Rose live on 
Facebook before the concert, where the Choir exploited 

the circular dome to full eff ect by deploying the singers 
between pillars for a section of the programme. After 
the performance, we were surprised to discover that we 
had a royal admirer in the audience: Princess � eodora 
of Mecklenburg, who was celebrating her ninety-eighth 
birthday that day, gave her compliments to Andrew and 
the choir after the performance. We were most pleased 
to give her as a gift a copy of our latest Christmas 
recording and to sing Happy Birthday to her.

Our fi nal concert in Germany was in the ‘Kultur und 
Kongresszentrum’ in Weingarten, before a fl ight across 
the Alps to Marseilles and then on to Aix-en-Provence, 
the fi nal concert destination of our tour. � e place was 
the exquisitely designed and aptly named Grand � eatre 
in the centre of the city, constructed in 2007 from the 
local Sainte-Victoire limestone. Many in the Choir were 
very grateful for experiencing the Provençal cuisine as 
we explored the city centre between rehearsals.

Despite the excitement of returning home to friends 
and family for Christmas, it was with a heavy heart 
that we completed what had been such an enjoyable 
experience, but the singing wasn’t quite over: after 
gentle provocation from a BA Air Steward who 
overheard that a choir was on board, we couldn’t resist 
just one more rendition of ‘Jingle Bells’ to delight the 
passengers on the way back to London.
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the circular dome to full eff ect by deploying the singers 
between pillars for a section of the programme. After 
the performance, we were surprised to discover that we 
had a royal admirer in the audience: Princess � eodora 
of Mecklenburg, who was celebrating her ninety-eighth 
birthday that day, gave her compliments to Andrew and 
the choir after the performance. We were most pleased 
to give her as a gift a copy of our latest Christmas 
recording and to sing Happy Birthday to her.

A fi nal rendition of ‘Jingle Bells’ before touchdown in the UK

Our Herbert Howells Organ Scholar, Glen Dempsey, prepares for the concert as the boys look on

Assistant Organist Joseph Wicks 

demonstrates his racing prowess on 

the Porsche simulator
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For more than a week before the full Choir came 
back for term, the sound of singing could already 
be heard from the Song School as no less than 13 
Gentlemen of the Choir were 
preparing for two of 
Cambridge’s operatic 
performances this 
term.

In January, two 
Gentlemen were 
cast in Britten’s � e 
Rape of Lucretia, a St 
John’s Music Society 

production which was performed in the Palmerston 
Room in College: Peter Lidbetter was Tarquinius and 
James Beddoe was the Male Chorus. � e production 
received favourable reviews from both � e 

Cambridge Student and Varsity.

February will see 12 Gents 
involved in the CUOS (Cambridge 
University Opera Society) 

production of Stravinsky’s � e 
Rake’s Progress (the Society gave 
the work its U.K. premiere in 1956) 

which is directed by Choral Student 
William Ashford. It features Michael 

Gentlemen of the Choir take 
to the operatic stage

Cambridge Student and Varsity.

involved in the CUOS (Cambridge 
University Opera Society) 

production of Stravinsky’s 
Rake’s Progress
the work its U.K. premiere in 1956) 

which is directed by Choral Student 
William Ashford. It features Michael 
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As our Director 
Andrew 
Nethsingha takes 
a sabbatical this 
term, we are 
very pleased to 
welcome back 
John Challenger 
to St John’s as 
Acting Director 
of Music. John 
was an Organ 
Scholar at St John’s from 2008 to 2012, and since 
then has become Assistant Director of Music at 
Salisbury Cathedral. Outside of his cathedral work 
he is a regular recitalist and his debut solo album, 
‘Elgar from Salisbury,’ received much critical praise 
including fi ve starts from Choir and Organ Magazine.

When asked about his new position, John said: ‘I am 
absolutely thrilled to be back at St John’s, where I had 
an exceptional time as a student and Organ Scholar. 
It is a great honour now to be conducting this world-
famous choir.

‘I am looking forward in particular to the Bach 
Cantata and Ash Wednesday Evensongs, both of 
which contain some remarkable music.

‘I was lucky to receive an unparalleled musical 
training whilst at St John’s, under the directorship 
of Andrew Nethsingha. � e sound of this choir had 
the most profound musical infl uence on me, so to be 
working daily with such exceptional musicians is an 
enormous privilege.’

Bell as Tom Rakewell, James Adams as Nick 
Shadow, Joseph Wicks as Sellem the Auctioneer 
(quite possibly the fi rst St John’s organist to be cast 
in a Cambridge opera), Stephen Matthews as the 
Keeper of the Asylum and Oliver Morris as Father 
Truelove, as well as James Beddoe, Daniel Gethin, 
Matthew Gibson, Simon Grant, Piers Kennedy and 
Louis Watkins in the Chorus.

� ese productions come after the success of 
Kepler’s Trial, a work conceived by St John’s Fellow 
Professor Ulinka Rublack, with the music written 
by composer Fellow and Composer at St John’s, 
Tim Watts. 10 Gentlemen both past and present 
were involved in the work: William Ashford was 
the Director; � eodore Platt performed as Johannes 
Kepler, Hugh Cutting as Daemon, and Michael Bell 
as the Schoolmaster/Gabelkhover; the Madrigal 
Quintet were James Beddoe, Daniel Brown, Gopal 
Kambo, Piers Kennedy, and Stephen Matthews; and 
in the orchestra Joseph Wicks played the keyboards. 
� e other instrumentalists included many students 
from St John’s, and the Chorus was St John’s Voices 
- our sister choir – with their Director Graham 
Walker conducting the work. � e opera received its 
fi rst performance in St John’s College Chapel, the 
entire of which can be viewed below via Youtube.

John Challenger 
returns to St John’s         � ese productions 

come after the success 
of Kepler’s Trial, a work 
conceived by St John’s 
Fellow Professor Ulinka 
Rublack
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We’re delighted to hear that two St John’s Organ 
Scholars have been appointed to cathedral positions 
within days of each other: Joseph Wicks as Assistant 
Director of Music at Truro Cathedral in Cornwall, 
and former Organ Scholar Paul Provost as Rector 
Chori of Southwell Minster, the Cathedral of 
Nottinghamshire.

Joseph - who was Organ Scholar here from 2013-16 
and is currently Assistant Organist at the College - 
completed his degree in Music as well as his FRCO 
last year, for which he was awarded the prestigious 
Limpus Prize. As well as being the Musical Director 
of ‘� e Gentlemen of St John’s’, he is also committed 
to singing: Joseph is currently a member of � e 
Gesualdo Six, a group specialising in Renaissance 
polyphony which is becoming well established 
across the country. 

Although he will miss St John’s, he is thrilled by 
his appointment: “I could not be more excited to 
move to Cornwall and to work with Christopher 
Gray, whose cathedral choir is undoubtedly one of 
the best in the country. I know I will enjoy my last 

months here in Cambridge, and have learnt so much 
during my four years here. Andrew Nethsingha has 
been the most wonderful mentor, colleague and 
friend, and I have learnt a huge amount from him.

          Whilst it will be sad 
to leave Cambridge, there 
is plenty more still left of 
this academic year to look 
forward to, and I know that I 
will treasure my experiences 
here and continue to learn 
within this most amazing of 
choral traditions.

Truro Cathedral is an important place for several 
of the musicians here at St John’s: our Director of 
Music, Andrew Nethsingha, was Director at Truro 
from 1994 to 2002 (he was then the youngest 
cathedral director in the country) and two 
Gentlemen of the Choir came to the St John’s this 
year after having undertaken Truro’s prestigious 
Choral Scholar programme. 

Paul Provost, who is currently the Sub Organist at 
Guildford Cathedral, will be moving to Southwell 
Minster to take the position of ‘Rector Chori’ (the 
director’s title) following on from Paul Hale, who 

Two St John’s organ students 
appointed to cathedral positions



News
in brief

Iestyn Davies awarded MBE 
in New Year’s Honours List 
� e Choir is 
delighted to 
congratulate 
the renowned 
Countertenor 
Iestyn Davies, 
former St John’s 
Chorister and 
Choral Scholar 
(1987-1993 and 
1999-2002) who 
has been awarded an MBE for services to Music 
in the 2016 New Year’s Honours List.

Iestyn maintains a keen interest in the Choir 
and its progress. � e York-based singer is famed 
for his interpretations of new music from 
composers such as Nico Muhly (who has also 
written music for the Choir), � omas Adès and 
George Benjamin (he is currently performing his 
2012 opera Written on Skin at the Royal Opera 
House). Iestyn has also just released a new 
CD of Bach Cantatas with chamber ensemble 
Arcangelo on Hyperion. � e news on his award 
was highlighted in a recent feature in the 
Financial Times. We wish him every possible 
success in his future projects.
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has retired after serving 27 years in the role. 
Paul (Provost) was Organ Scholar at St John’s 
from 2004-2007, and in addition to his duties 
at Guildford he is in demand as a recitalist, 
accompanist and choral director.

Paul will be moving with his wife Ruth and his six-
month-old daughter, and is very excited to begin 
after Easter: “We are very much looking forward 
to the move to Southwell, a place for which we 
have great aff ection. I am in particular excited by 
the musical opportunities and possibilities for 
development, encouraged by the generosity and 
friendliness of all I have met so far.”

As with Truro, members of the Choir of St John’s 
have come here from Southwell: in recent times 
two Gentleman of the Choir - one of them current 
- were once choristers at the Minster.



Our most recent release, ‘Christmas with 
St John’s’, has been both a critical and 
commercial success after featuring in the 
Specialist Classical Charts for the entire 
festive period and receiving such excellent 
reviews from the following publications:

‘A meticulously sung carol collection from 
the always classy choir’ 

‘Most arresting is O Oriens, by Cecilia 
McDowall, a beautiful setting of an 
Advent antiphon, its shimmering tone 
clusters and delicious suspensions 
evoking the morning star as it slowly rises 
through the heavens’ 
� e Observer

‘Proving yet again, they are as good as it 
gets’ Classic FM

‘Nethsingha’s programming is eclectic… 
there are superb 20th and 21st Century 
carols’ � e Sunday Times

‘[A] classy and successful programme… 
[they] invest John Rutter’s Dormi Jesu 
with the throbbing glow for which this 
ensemble and its acoustic is famous’ 
Gramophone

‘[A] rapt performance of Cornelius’s 
� e � ree Kings, where Peter Lidbetter 
is an eloquent soloist, and a delicately 
infl ected, touching account of Elizabeth 
Poston’s Jesus Christ, the Apple Tree. 
Excellent engineering captures evocatively 
the atmosphere of St John’s College 
Chapel.’ BBC Music Magazine
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High praise for 
‘Christmas with
St John’s’



News
in brief

Two festive video features 
with Classic FM
Over the Christmas season, the Choir collaborated 
with Classic FM to produce two festive videos, one 
of Bob Chilcott’s ‘A Shepherd’s Carol’ and another of 
‘� e Holly and the Ivy.’ Both were highly successful, 
with each receiving over 50,000 views. � e latter 
featured in Classic FM’s Christmas Day coverage. 

A successful Joint Evensong 
with � e Choir of Gonville 
and Caius College
On Tuesday 31st January, we joined forces with 
� e Choir of Gonville and Caius Choir with their 
Director Dr Geoff rey Webber for Evensong at 
St John’s College Chapel. We performed music 
including Blair in B Minor and Haydn’s ‘� e heavens 
are telling’ from � e Creation. � e service can be 
heard as a webcast on the Choir’s website. 

� is April, the Choir heads to Denmark for a 
week where we will twice be performing Haydn’s 
Creation. We are collaborating with the Aarhus 
Symfonieorkester and the Herning Boys Choir, 
with soloists Malin Christenson (Soprano), James 
Gilchrist (Tenor) and Neal Davies (Bass).

Our fi rst venue is the Symfonisk Sal (Symphony 
Hall) in Aarhus, Denmark’s second city with a 
rich cultural heritage and picturesque location 
at the mouth of the river of the same name. � e 
hall seats 3,600, making it the largest concert hall 
in all of Scandinavia. Aarhus is also a European 
Capital of Culture for 2017.

We then perform a second concert at the 
Kongrescenter in the nearby city of Herning, 
home of the Herning Boys Choir. � e Choir – 
consisting of 50 men and boys and led by Mads 
Bille – has strong ties with St John’s having already 
performed Creation with us in 2013 as well as 
working in collaboration with former director Dr 
Christopher Robinson.
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A Tour to Denmark 
with Haydn’s 
Creation



In April of this year, the close-harmony group formed 
of the Choir’s back row – known as the ‘Gentlemen of 
St John’s’ – will be recording a new disc of Christmas 
music in the Chapel.

� e group are currently fundraising for the project: 
they require a sum of £5,000 to make it a reality and 
they would really appreciate your support. Look out for 
the Crowdfunder page and promo video that will be 
launched in the coming days.

� e recording will feature all-new sacred and 
secular repertoire for the group, including works 
from ‘Gents’ past and present such as James Burton, 
Christopher Robinson, Louis Marlowe and Bradley 
Smith. � e last Christmas album the group recorded 
in 2009, ‘A Gentle Christmas,’ can be listened to on 
Spotify and purchased on Amazon. 
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‘� e Gentlemen of St John’s’ prepare for 
new Christmas CD



� e Choir Association Annual General Meeting took 
place on Saturday 21 January in the Old Divinity School. 
Simon Robson Brown was re-elected as Chairman, 
and committee members Dominic Collingwood, 
David Garrett and Selwyn Image were all re-elected 
for a further three year term of offi  ce.  David Wheeler 
came to the end of his nine year term of offi  ce with the 
committee, and was thanked at the AGM.

Afterwards, members of the Choir Association joined 
current members of the Choir and their families for 
tea prior to the Saturday Epiphany Carol Service. Many 
former members and their guests were also present.
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Choir Association 
AGM and Tea

          Simon Robson Brown 
was re-elected as Chairman, 
and committee members 
Dominic Collingwood, 
David Garrett and Selwyn 
Image were all re-elected 
for a further three year term 
of offi  ce



DATES FOR YOUR DIARY
Lent Meditation Service   Saturday 11 March 6 pm

London Drinks at the Inner Temple  � ursday 27 April 6-8 pm

Cantata Evensong   Saturday 20 May 6:30 pm

Garden Party  Saturday 3 June 4:30-6 pm

Concert at � axted Festival  Friday 30 June

Members’ News
Congratulations to Tim Scott (Choral Volunteer/Lay 
Clerk 2002-2006) and his wife Jess on the birth of their 
fi rst child, Beatrice Rose Scott on 15 October last year. 

Tim was also one of the winners of � e Times’ Carol 
Competition, ‘� e Angels All Did Sing’. He now works 
as a music teacher at Haberdashers’ Aske’s School for 
Girls in Hertfordshire and sings freelance with the 
choirs at St Paul’s Cathedral, � e Queen’s Chapel of the 
Savoy, and the Royal Hospital, Chelsea.

We are sorry to hear of the loss of former Master 
Professor Robert Hinde, who was one of the 
longest serving Fellows at St John’s before being 
elected Master from 1989 to 1994. Not only was his 
work on behavioural development in animals and 
on relationships within human families highly 
distinguished, but he was also a committed humanist 
and leading member of the anti-war movement.

We are also sad to hear that George Birtles (Choral 
Scholar 1943-1947) passed away on Christmas Day.

B
 Ealovega

Choir Association News 

Philip White will be handing over the Choir 
Association administration duties to Fiona Whelan 
during February. Fiona will be based in the Choir 
Offi  ce and members may contact her by telephone on 
01223 338782 or by email at f.whelan@joh.cam.ac.uk.

Philip started working for the Association in 2011, 
to help the Choir Offi  ce during the very busy 
Quincentenary year. He has continued for the past six 
years in a voluntary capacity. We wish Philip and his 
wife Margaret (also a keen supporter of the Choir) a 
long and happy retirement. 


