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—————————————————————————

Welcome

Greetings, readers, and welcome to the first edition of the Guild 
journal. When we formed the Guild in 2019, our mission was 
twofold—to uphold good practice in church music, and to 
support young composers. However, even though these are our 
‘core’ aims, we are not limited to these two fields in our research 
and practice. Anything related to composition and church music 
or church life is of interest to the Guild, and we share this 
together in our personal and professional lives.

This journal is a collection of research undertaken by members 
of the Guild, and professional musicians around the globe. The 
articles and research relate to our core aims, both loosely and 
directly, aiming to offer contemporary views and opinions of 
music, church life, and composition. This first edition aims to 
create a dialogue between members, but also any interested 
parties who wish to engage with our research.

2020 has been an interesting year for many of us, and I do not 
wish to add any further speculation about these ‘uncertain 
times’. The Guild is still alive and well, even though we have not 
met in person. When we are able, we will return with events 
and engagements to further the interest of our humble Guild. 
But, until then, we must continue reading, writing, composing, 
practicing, and everything else until that day.

Benjamin Teague
Dean of the Guild

—————————————————————————
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BENJAMIN TEAGUE

Benjamin Teague is a Welsh 
organist and composer based 
in Cardiff, and Dean of the 
Guild. A graduate of the 
Royal Welsh College of 
Music and Drama, Ben is an 
active musician in and 
around Cardiff, and has 
written for various media. 
Ben studied composition 
with Michael McCartney and Ceri Tippetts, and previously the 
late Peter Reynolds. Recent works include preludes for organ, 
preludes for piano, and two cantatas, Veni Emmanuel, and O Sacred 
Head. Current projects include a collaborative project with 
American composer Jared Destro, and a recently completed 
string quartet.

Ben studied organ in Llandaff Cathedral with David Geoffrey 
Thomas, and presently with Jeremiah Stephenson in All Saints 
Margaret Street, London. Ben has given recitals across the UK 
and the east coast of the USA, performing alone and in 
collaboration with other artists. 

Ben is the Director of Music for the Archive Ensemble, 
Principal Accompanist for Canton Chorus, Principal 
Accompanist for Côr Meibion De Cymru (Caerdydd), and a 
fellow of the Fraternity of St Cecilia, and the Honorable 
Company of Organists, Canada. 
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CHRISTOPHER BALL

Christopher Ball is a retired 
solicitor and Deputy Coroner, and 
Chairman of the Guild. He was 
born in Chesterfield, later moving 
to Birmingham before his first 
birthday, receiving all of his 
education in the city, later 
spending professional life there.

He attended George Dixon 
Grammar School where the music 
master was also the Organist and 
Choirmaster at Birmingham Parish 
Church, St Martin in the Bull Ring. Christopher was a treble 
and stall leader in the choir from 1962-1965.

The grammar school, an all boy school, with an all girl school 
next door, (but never the twain shall meet!), had an orchestra of 
about 40 players, run by the head of English. He ended up 
playing the French horn and received free lessons from 
peripatetic teachers, mostly from the CBSO. In about 1967 the 
English department was joined by a new teacher who played 
the bassoon. He stayed for about 18 months, and as he had a 
skill with both woodwind and brass instruments, tutored some 
of the senior players: a 40 minute one-to-one lesson each with 
with none other than David Munrow.
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Christopher started attending CBSO concerts in Birmingham 
Town Hall, and in 1968 the Welsh National Opera made its first 
visit to Birmingham, attending their performance of Carmen.

From there Christopher started to read as much on singing as 
possible and began collecting recordings. In over fifty years of 
collecting Christopher has assembled one of the most 
comprehensive vocal archives in the country. He has written 
numerous articles for opera programmes, booklet notes for 
commercial CDs, as well as record and book reviews. For more 
than forty years Christopher has supported young musicians, 
mostly singers and repetiteurs in a number of ways from formal 
bursaries to private funding. He has lectured at the Royal 
Welsh College of Music and Drama, the Royal College of 
Music, and the National Opera Studio on the singer and the 
gramophone.
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BENJAMIN PINNOW

A South Wales based choral conductor, 
accompanist and musical educator, Ben 
is originally from Dorset. He completed 
his Masters in choral conducting at the 
Royal Welsh College of Music and 
Drama under tutors Neil Ferris, Sarah 
Tenant-Flowers and Simon Halsey. 
While there he received the Busenhart-
Morgan-Evans Bursary awarded by the 
Worshipful Company of Singers. 
Prior to this he studied piano with 
Richard Ormrod at Cardiff University 
and holds the ABRSM Diploma in piano performance. 

Currently Ben works as musical director for City Voices Bristol, 
Roath Community Chorus, and Opera in Situ. Recently he was 
delighted to be appointed conductor of the Bridgend based 
choral society Cor Bro Ogwr. Recent alumnus of the Live 
Music Now scheme, Ben works as pianist for the Forget-Me-
Not Chorus and Lost Chord, as well as educational and 
outreach projects with Welsh National Opera and National 
Dance Company of Wales.

Ben also sings regularly with BBC National Chorus of Wales 
and is organisational partner of the FAKS Sings Festival in 
Croatia.

10



DANIEL CONWAY

Daniel originates from London, reading 
Medicine at Cardiff University. As 
Verger of the Guild he has assisted in the 
liturgical aspects of events and Guild 
life. He is a Verger at Llandaff 
Cathedral, and has worked at various 
churches in London and across Cardiff. 
His musical experience lays firmly in the 
Anglican choral tradition (gained mostly 
at his alma mater, Latymer School, Hammersmith), singing at 
many churches and cathedrals across the UK and abroad. 

ALEXANDER THACKER

Alexander Thacker MMus (Hons) is a 
Conductor, Composer and Singer based 
in Cardiff. He is Musical Director of 
Llandaff Cathedral Choral Society, 
Cheltenham Choral Society, and The 
Cavatina Singers, and was Director of 
Music for the Church of St Andrew and 
St Teilo, Cathays for eight years. Alex 
studied Choral Conducting at the Royal 
Welsh College of Music and Drama 
(RWCMD) with Sarah Tenant Flowers 
and Adrian Partington, graduating in 
2018. Previously, he graduated from the 
RWCMD as a composer, being 
awarded the Mervyn Burtch Composition Prize in 2011. His most 
recent work, ‘Let Earth and Heaven Combine’ was performed in 
Bath in 2019 by The Handful. Alex also sings regularly with Llandaff 
Cathedral Choir and the Cathedral School’s Schola Cantorum.
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WHY DO CHRISTIANS SING?

St Andrew’s Methodist Church, Cardiff 

The Revd Jarel Robinson-Brown 

‘I will sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously;

The Lord is my strength and my might, 

And he has become my salvation;

This is my God, and I will praise him, 

My father’s God, and I will exalt him.’ 

 

Why are we here doing this, this evening? It might be because 
St Paul told us in scripture that we ought to:

Let the word of Christ dwell in us richly, teaching and admonishing one 
another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, 
with thankfulness in our hearts to God. (Colossians 3:16)

Or because he told us that we must:

Not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the 
Spirit, addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, 
singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart… (Ephesians 
5:18-19)

After all, God has no ears with which to hear us – God can’t 
hear in the way we hear the joyful noise we are making tonight, 
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so, why do we Christians ever bother to sing? On one very 
human level it is nice for us to come together, in big buildings, 
and make noise.

I know of a famous French pianist who moved to the US to 
open a wolf conservation centre and she, like many people who 
observe these animals, began to notice as a musician:

- That they howl in order to bond together

- They howl to show solidarity

- They howl for long-distance communication, (like the 
communication between earth and heaven!)

- They howl sometimes just for the fun of it

- And other times just to warn off predators to keep their 
distance and leave the pack alone

On a human level, we are actually not that different from 
wolves – we sing, some of us howl (!), to proclaim a knowledge 
of commonly held truths, or, if you like, the knowledge of the 
pack:

- The Lordship of Jesus Christ

- The Goodness and Faithfulness of God

- The Importance of Loving Our Neighbour

We sing because we believe these things and because we believe 
them together.
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Like Miriam and Moses and the Israelites at the red sea…Miriam gets 
out her timbrel, and leads the people in song: ‘I will sing to the Lord, for 
he has triumphed gloriously’. (Exodus 15)

Like Zechariah giving thanks for his son John the Baptist, 
acknowledging the goodness of God in his blessing: ‘Blessed be the Lord, 
the God of Israel, for he has visited and brought redemption to his people.’ 
(Luke 1)

And like Mary, as she received the gift of God’s Son as the fruit of her 
womb: ‘My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord, and my spirit 
rejoices in God my Saviour’. (Luke 1)

Of course, it’s not just us who sing, if you ever go to a football 
or rugby match – only two kinds of people leave singing: Those 
whose team won, and those who decided to consume the 
contents of a pub before and during the match itself. Everyone 
else finds the quickest bus, train, coach or taxi home because 
the sense of failure is too much to deal with. But, that singing 
for the football fans is temporary – predicated on the 
unknown possibility of success. It isn’t permanent, it isn’t 
unshakeable, it relies on the movement of the ball.

One of my earliest memories is of my grandmother singing, and 
as a kid I stood beside many a graveside watching coffins being 
lowered into the ground as a crowd of Jamaicans sung of the 
joy of the resurrection, the power of the cross, and the hope of 
glory.
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Some might accuse us of having been in denial – how can you 
look at death and sing of eternal life? But we were not in denial. 
A history of oppression and suffering and enslavement teaches a 
people to face and endure reality in a way that makes the 
paradox of the cross a necessary part of everyday life. In a life 
of suffering you learn to look for the glimpses of hope, you learn 
to walk in the dark, you learn to dance in the rain.  So, of 
course, we can look at death and sing of the goodness of God, 
because we have done it before – and all of us have. The only 
time the Church was ever silent was that very first Good Friday 
when, at the foot of the cross, all looked like despair, and we 
couldn’t sing, and then we found our song again. The light shone 
in the darkness, and we haven’t ever stopped singing since, and 
we won’t ever stop singing. We have sung our song every 
Sunday since that first Easter.

 

We sing because we love, because we are prisoners of hope – 
we sing because he who once was dead now lives. To sing is to 
tell the world that I have hope in me, and I have a reason to 
live. To have faith is to be that bird which makes its song even 
when the dawn is still dark. When we sing, we obey. When we 
sing, we dig deep roots into the heart and mind of God. When 
we sing, we are reminded of what hope feels like. When we 
sing, build each other up.

 

Why do we Christians sing? We sing because Jesus Christ is 
risen from the dead. We sing because Our Lord lives. We sing 
because Our Lord who was betrayed, tortured, abused, 
mocked, derided, murdered, and entombed, is here this evening. 
Here at the heart of his Church, here as the centre of his people, 

15



here moving amongst us, receiving our praise, touching our 
lives, and here in the very midst of us is our wounded and risen 
Lord – and this kind of truth simply doesn’t allow you to remain 
silent.

From the rising of the sun, to its setting – may the name of the 
Lord be praised, till every knee bow and every tongue confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord!

 

Amen. 

Rev. Jarel Robinson-Brown 
was born in West London in 
1991 and trained for 
ordination at Wesley House, 
Cambridge (2010-2013), as 
well as being an Ordinand at 
Clare College Chapel. From 
2013 - 2019 Jarel served as a 
Methodist Minister in Cardiff, 
South Wales, and most 
recently in South East London. 
In 2019 Jarel experienced a 
sense of conversion to Anglo-
Catholicism in Walsingham 
and entered the Church of 

England in 2020. He is preparing to serve as a priest in the Diocese of London. 

Prior to full-time ministry he studied classical music as a pianist and organist 
at the London College of Music and privately in Paris. After ministerial 
training in Cambridge, Jarel continued to read Theology at Cardiff University, 
and is currently researching Coptic Monasticism and Late Antique Egypt. He is 
completing Master’s study writing on Origen of Alexandria and his use of the 
book of Romans. Outside of history Jarel has interests in Liberation Theology, 
Queer Theology and the life of the Prophets as explored in the work of Rabbi 
Abraham Joshua Heschel. 
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REVEREND THOMAS HELMORE
Benjamin Teague

Thomas Helmore (Jr.) (7 May 1811, Kidderminster,—6 July 
1890, Westminster), was an English choirmaster, arranger, 
author of several books about singing, and editor of many 
hymns and carols. Thomas Helmore Sr. was a congregationalist 
minister called to Rother Market Chapel, Stratford-on-Avon, 
who, upon arrival, founded a small school where Thomas Jr. 
received his primary education. Thomas Sr. noted that his 
children showed signs of musical talent, and Thomas Jr.’s 
brother, Frederick, writes in his Memoir of the Revd. Thomas 
Helmore (1891), that their father ‘set to work at forty years of 
age and learnt music that he might teach them.’ Both Thomas 
Sr. and Jr. together learned to play the flute. Helmore 
undertook secondary education at Mill Hill School, leaving at 
sixteen to become the assistant master at the new school which 
his father founded at Hampstead. In 1829 Helmore returned to 
Stratford to teach at Thomas Sr.’s school, latterly holding 
charge of the singers at the Chapel where Thomas Sr. 
ministered. A band of musicians was assembled to accompany 
them, Thomas Jr.’s younger brothers forming a part of it. 

Although Helmore was content in this position the spreading 
Oxford Movement enveloped more and more people. Helmore, 
a nonconformist, was struck by the Tracts for the Times published 
between 1833-1841, containing the Movement’s views on 
doctrine and theology, including writing from the Movement’s 
core progenitors, namely John Keble, John Henry Newman, 
and Edward Pusey. After studying Hooker’s Ecclesiastical Polity, 
Helmore felt called to seek baptism and confirmation within the 
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Church of England. The Oxford Movement influenced the 
‘restoration’ of churches in this period, the term restoration 
being used loosely; in many cases reordering and reforming 
undertook to fit what the Victorians thought medieval churches 
looked like, removing many post-Reformation fixtures such as 
galleries and pews, whitewashing ornate wall paintings, and 
contouring Norman arches to the more ‘modern’ and pointed 
Victorian shape. Helmore was now a member of the parish 
church Holy Trinity, Stratford, which underwent such additions 
and transformations. The nave was closed for repairs and 
services were held in the chancel. Helmore founded and trained 
a choir, finding that many singers from his father’s chapel came 
forward to join. 

Church music at this time was too engaged in a revolution. The 
Tractarians influenced a departure from nonconformity and 
‘low’ church practice, and in Stratford Helmore trained the 
choir to chant the responses and psalms,  sing anthems, canticle 
settings, and other such music which had previously been quite 
unknown to them. Although this departure from old practice 
was not unusual, a strange practice which Helmore elected to 
employ lay in the absence of any form of instrumental 
accompaniment for the choir. Helmore felt that the choir were 
of sufficient standard to sing a cappella, and so they did for the 
duration of the restoration.

The Holy Trinity website mentions this about the organ(s):

There is no further mention of an organ until Thomas Swarbrick built a new 
instrument in 1731 at a cost of £50. In 1815, the loft, on which the organ stood at the 
east end of the nave, was enlarged to hold the charity girls as singers. At the same time it 
was repaired by William Allen of London.The Swarbrick organ survived until 1841 
when it was taken down in part-exchange for a new instrument built by William Hill, 
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to a design by F. Marshall of Leamington. This organ was significant for it was one of 
the first organs in the country to have C-compasses and an independent Pedal division. 
It stood on a gallery at the west end of the nave, the size of the instrument almost 
obscuring the west window from view. In 1855 John Nicholson moved the organ to the 
north transept: this at the vicar's own expense!

And on the architecture:

1839 - the church contains pews and galleries, with a high ‘three-decker’ pulpit 
in front of the tower arch.

1887 - Choir stalls brought forward to present position

Anglican music of this period was fairly unambitious, often 
relying on the ‘old favourites’, (which could equally be said for 
many cases in today’s repertoire, though that is another 
article…) The evening canticles were frequently sung to the 
dreary Jackson in F, whereas Helmore selected Orlando 
Gibbons’ Service in the same key, (translated to English from the 
original Latin), a work requiring much greater skill to perform, 
particularly unaccompanied. All of the music scores from which 
they sang were handwritten, like those of his choirmastership in 
his father’s Chapel. Frederick Helmore writes that the choir in 
Holy Trinity rapidly became ‘remarkably efficient’, and the 
choral tradition which Thomas had founded lasts to this day. In 
1836 Helmore founded Stratford Choral Society and became its 
first conductor. 

In 1837 Helmore matriculated at Magdalen Hall, Oxford, (now 
Hertford College), to read for the BA degree. Helmore 
supplemented his degree study by furthering his musical 
education, undertaking figured bass and counterpoint with Dr 
William Marshall, organist of Christ Church. The libraries at 
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Oxford enabled him to study scores previously unavailable to 
him, advancing his musical knowledge yet further. He 
graduated from Oxford in 1840, and was made curate of St 
Michael’s, Lichfield. He was ordained both deacon and priest in 
the same year and given a priest-vicar’s stall in the Cathedral. 
His duties comprised of singing with the choir, and intoning 
services. In his undergraduate days an attempt had been made 
to introduce the more ancient form of Gregorian chant into the 
services, and attempted the same in Lichfield, both of which 
failed. He questioned in his Primer of Plainsong (1877) ‘Why 
should England alone neglect or reject the traditional tones of 
Christian worship?’.

St Mark’s College, Chelsea, was founded in 1841, and Helmore 
joined the staff in 1842. John Hullah and his assistant, Edward 
May, had already secured a firm understanding of the 
fundamentals of musical theory. Helmore, then, became 
somewhat redundant in this department, and undertook 
application of this theory to the singing of the daily services. 
Frederick Helmore’s Memoir notes that Thomas stated ‘Hullah 
grinds them; I strop them.’ The Chapel of St Mark’s opened on 
7 May 1843, Helmore’s birthday, and provided a place for the 
musical education hitherto rendered to flourish to yet more 
greater climes. The Chapel choir were of superb quality, singing 
the pieces below shortly after their formation:

Redford - Rejoice in the Lord
Palestrina - These are they, I will magnify
Tallis - If ye love me
Victoria - Teach me, O Lord
Lupi - Now it is high time
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Helmore’s inimitable method of choir training and development 
had, once again, struck gold. In just one year Helmore had 
completely revolutionised the application of musical theory to 
practical music-making, and had, yet again, founded a 
successful choral tradition.  There was no organ present at St 
Mark’s until a three-manual Hill appeared in 1869, rendering 
the singing in Helmore’s day unaccompanied, this earlier 
practice in Holy Trinity following him through to St Mark’s. It 
is understandable that Helmore encouraged unaccompanied 
singing as it leaves no place to ‘hide’. Every person must listen, 
and ensure they are concordant with their neighbour and the 
rest of the choir. 

Throughout his life Helmore published several books and 
treatises, listed below:

1849 - The Psalter Noted
1850 - A Manual of Plain Song
1851 - The Canticles Noted (part I)
          - The Hymnal Noted (part I)*
         - Accompanying Harmonies to the Hymnal Noted
1853 - Accompanying Harmonies to the Brief Directory of the Plain Song
          - Carols for Christmas-Tide*
1854 - Carols for Easter-Tide*
         - A Practical Lecture on Plainsong
          - Translation of Fétis’ Treatise on Choir and Chorus Singing
1855 - The Ancient Plain-Song of the Church
1856 - The Hymnal Noted (part II)*
          - The Psalter Noted with Edward M. Pecke
1863 - St Mark’s Chant Book
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1864 - Christ Was Born on Christmas Day: A Carol*
1866 - Cadences for the Administration of the Lord’s Supper
1868 - Paper on Church Music
1870 - The Canticles Accented: For Use with All Chants
1871 - The Canticles Noted (part II)
1872 - The Psalter Accented
1878 - Primer of Plainsong
         - A Catechism of Music
1881 - A Fuller Directory of the Plain Song
          - The Responses, Psalms, and Canticles for Evensong on Easter Day

*with J. M. Neale

The legacy of Helmore’s contributions to the worlds of choir 
training and church music live on to this day. Although Latin 
was banned in the Church of England because it was not 
‘understanded of the people’ (Book of Common Prayer, 1662), 
the ancient musics sung in the early church were gradually 
reintroduced, with help from the Oxford Movement and its 
contemporaries. The chants and tones which were sung were 
edited to fit with Holy Communion in the vernacular which 
removed some of the nuance from the original Gregorian tone. 
Performance practice of such music will remain in another 
article, but Helmore’s efforts towards music education and 
reintroduction of Latin chant paved the way forward for our 
modern interpretations. I myself have used several of Helmore’s 
harmonisations which have thoroughly stood the test of time. 
Although we now tend, in a lot of cases, to stray back to the 
original mensural notation, and in my own practice often to the 
Latin original, we can gain a lot from nineteenth century 
arrangements and publications.
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GUIDO, SARAH, JOHN, AND THE MOVEABLE DOH

Dr. Nicholas Groves

In the manner of a popular TV quiz show: how do you connect 
Arezzo, Norwich, Forest Gate in east London, and Welsh 
chapels? The answer is Tonic Sol-fa. 

I’ll start in Norwich, where Sarah Ann Glover was born in 
1786, and where her father, Edward, was the curate of St 
Lawrence’s church.  She had music lessons from the age of six 1

with the cathedral organist, John ‘Christmas’ Beckwith,  and 2

she became a proficient pianist and composer.  She lived in a 
musical city. Her father was the Steward of the Concerts at the 
Assembly House. Other musicians in the city around that time 
were James Hook,  and his teacher Thomas Garland,  and also 3 4

William Crotch.  The Triennial Festival had been started in 5

1788, which brought  three days of music-making to the city. 

 He was also curate of St Clement-at-Fyebridge. For those unfamiliar with 1

Norwich, it had at that date thirty-four parishes within the walls. 

 John ‘Christmas’ Beckwith, 1759-1809. Organist of St Peter Mancroft 2

1794-1808, and of the Cathedral 1808-09. He was succeeded in both posts 
by his son, John Charles – and for that matter, preceded at Mancroft by his 
father, Edward. The name ‘Christmas’ appears to be a nickname, as he was 
born on Christmas Day. He was also pupil of, and assistant to, Philip Hayes 
at Magdalen College, Oxford. He took the BMus and DMus of Oxford in 
1803.

 James Hook, 1746-1827. Born in Norwich. A child prodigy, giving public 3

concerts from age six. He moved to London in 1763.

 Thomas Garland, 1731-1808.  Organist of Norwich Cathedral 1758-1808. 4

A pupil of Maurice Greene. 

 William Crotch, 1775-1847. Born in Norwich. Another child prodigy, 5

playing in public from the age of three. Heather Professor of Music at 
Oxford, and first Principal of the RAM. 
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There was also music at the Theatre Royal, in the two pleasure 
gardens, and of course at the Cathedral, where Zechariah Buck 
succeeded John Charles Beckwith  in 1819.  6

There is a considerable archive of papers held by the Norwich 
Museums Service, and a good deal of what follows is taken 
from that.  7

Sarah Glover was very well-educated for a woman of that time. 
She was able to read French, as she quotes from a number of 
theoretical works in that language; she had read Burney’s A 
General History of Music, which is how she found out about 
Guido d’Arezzo’s solmization work. Her surviving MS books 
show that her theoretical studies were wide-ranging. She had 
also a scientific side: she invented the Glass Harmonicon (see 
below), and attempted to devise a colour notation based on the 
relationship between the prismatic colours and vibrating strings 
– an idea first propounded by Isaac Newton. She was in 
correspondence with several academics about it, and wrote an 
unpublished Dissertation upon the Relationship between Colour and 
Music.  (It is not clear if she was synæsthetic.)8

She lived in Norwich with her sisters until 1851, when she 
moved to Cromer. A short time later she moved to Reading, and 

 Zechariah Buck, 1798-1879. Born in Norwich, and a pupil of both 6

Beckwiths. Organist of Norwich Cathedral 1819-77, and became the 
foremost choir trainer in the country. Among his pupils was AH Mann, who 
became Organist of King’s College, Cambridge.

 It is held at Strangers’ Hall Museum. It consists of four large boxes, but the 7

contents are unsorted and uncatalogued, so cannot be precisely referenced. 
There is a number of artefacts also, including two standard glass 
harmonicons, and Glover’s own de luxe version. There is also a lock of her 
hair. Referenced here as NMS, Glover Archive.

 NMS, Glover Archive. 8
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finally to Hereford, to live with her married sister Rachel. She 
was visiting friends in Great Malvern in October 1867 when 
she suffered a stroke and died. She is buried in the cemetery 
there, as is Jenny Lind, another musical woman who is fondly 
remembered in Norwich. 

Glover ran a school, for girls from the Workhouse, in Black 
Boys’ Yard, off Colegate in Norwich, where she taught them to 
sing by her Sol-fa method.  She also pioneered the monitorial 9

teaching system – the teacher instructs the older and more able 
pupils, and they instruct the younger and less able. Of course, 
teaching something is a very good means of learning it! She 
regarded the teacher as an organizer as much as an instructor. 
She taught also at the Workhouse, the Blind Institution, and at 
the Diocesan Teacher-Training College, as well as being 
governess to the Fowell-Buxton family. In addition to this, her 
books, Sol-fa Ladder, etc, were exhibited at the South 
Kensington Museum (now the V&A), and her exhibitor’s pass 
still exists in the archive. But she was clear that her system was 
a means to an end: 

experience taught me that it would be difficult to render 
the cultivation of the new notation sufficiently general to 
make it practicable permanently in any school, unless I 
employed it as an introduction to the usual notation. 

Much of what we know of her character comes from the 
invaluable ‘Reminiscences of Miss Glover’ by her niece 
Christiana, (Mrs Langton Brown), in the Tonic Sol-fa Jubilee 

 The notion that it was a ‘school for gentlewomen’ is simply false. The 9

school, which was in a upper room, has long since gone, but an engraving of 
it in the Tonic Sol-fa Jubilee shows it to have been a bare room, furnished with 
benches for the pupils, a chair for Miss Glover, and a fireplace. 
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Handbook of 1891.  From this we learn that she passed her youth 
in intellectual society, but was also a great lover of young 
children, and was especially fascinated by naughty children, as 
she felt their ‘lawlessness showed some dash of originality’. An 
habitual pedestrian, she was never kept from her classes by any 
weather; and although she suffered from the cold, she would 
nonetheless wrap herself up and set forth. Her musical ability 
was high: she displayed ‘remarkable ability and taste’ when 
playing the piano, but had at the same time a ‘tolerant ear’ – she 
was equally as fond of street organs as of ‘art music’, and was 
always pleased when, ‘however inharmoniously’, people joined 
in the psalmody. On one occasion she had sat next to a young 
man who sang lustily and completely out of tune all the way 
through the service; at the end she turned to him and said ‘I see 
you have an aptitude for psalmody!’ – and doubtless, says Mrs 
Brown, signed him up for one of her classes! She and her sister 
Christiana led the singing from the gallery or their pew at St 
Lawrence; they stood facing west in their pew to do so. She had 
no taste for country life, and once, when out walking with 
friends, they passed beyond the built-up area, she said 
nervously, ‘Had we better not turn back now?’ She was also 
extremely self-effacing: although she liked to compose, she 
never included any of her compositions in her books; and one 
senses the extreme distaste which forced her to put her name to 
one of them in order that it should not be confused with one of 
Curwen’s – she expresses her sense that it is unfitting that ‘as a 
female and a private person’  her name should so appear. In a 
later age, how far might she have gone?
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Norwich Sol-fa

We can place the origin of her scheme. In 1812, she was asked 
to teach a young man to train the children at St Lawrence to 
sing the metrical psalms, and this remained her prime purpose: 
the encouragement of congregational singing in church. She 
tried to teach her pupil by playing the tune on the pianoforte, 
but this did not work. So she pasted letters above the keys, 
leaving him to pick out the melody for himself. She did not use 
the A-G note-names, but the last 12 letters of the alphabet (O-
Z), with one letter for each of the twelve semitones: this 
obviated the need for sharps and flats. She grew dissatisfied 
with this, and ‘thought it would be an advantage to the singers if 
I placed beneath the notes the initials of the moveable syllables of 
the scales used in genuine solmisation’.  These are, of course, the 10

syllables devised by Guido d’Arezzo – ut, re, mi, etc. But 
Glover’s innovation was to tie them not to actual pitches as is still 
the case in some countries (ut = C, re = D, etc), but to the degrees 
of the scale: so ut = tonic, re = supertonic, mi = submediant, etc). 
Thus the concept of the Moveable Doh was born.  11

She published her system in her book A Scheme to Render 
Psalmody Congregational; addressed to all Classes of the Community, 

 Sarah Glover, History of the Norwich Sol-fa System. Bernarr Rainbow says 10

(The Land without Music, p 46, n 18)  that only one copy of this has survived. 
There are in fact two printed copies in the Glover archive, as well as two MS 
versions in Sarah’s hand, from one of which (Rise and Progress of the Notation of 
Music …) I quote here. The main content is also repeated in the Tonic Sol-fa 
Reporter 1855, pp 51-3, and in Curwen’s Teachers’ Manual, p 377.

 On the change to Doh for Ut, see note 16 infra.11
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but especially to the Higher Orders in 1835.  (By ‘psalmody’ she 12

means metrical psalms: at that date, in parish churches the 
prose psalms were read – often thus called the ‘reading psalms’. 
It went into a second edition in 1839, a third in 1845, and a 
fourth in 1850.

This is not the place to undertake a detailed survey of her 
scheme, but the following points she makes are important. First, 
she noted four ‘principal defects in the notation by points’:13

1. the fact that staff-notation does not differ between whole 
tones and semitones.  

2. the ‘encumbrance of non-accidental sharps and flats’ (key 
signatures), which render some keys ‘more abstruse than 
others’, although their construction is identical.   14

3. the ‘confusion arising from the contrivance of clefs’, whereby 
‘characters alike in appearance are used to express 
different names and sounds’. (So, a note in the second 
space is F in the treble clef, A in the bass, G in the alto 
etc.)

 Hereafter, Scheme. I have used the third, 1845, edition. She was concerned 12

that the Higher Orders thought that psalm-singing was beneath them: 
‘Psalmody is therefore usually abandoned to the illiterate’ (Scheme, p5). She 
also held that harmony was essential: ‘otherwise many good voices … are 
necessarily silent, because the upper part is not within their compass’. (ibid, p 
7): something that modern hymn-book editors might bear in mind, as 
opposed to transposing all tunes into the lowest possible keys. 

 Scheme, pp 16, 17. By ‘points’ she means standard notation. 13

 This was later challenged by (among others) George Macfarren, who said 14

that (for example) E flat major has a totally different feeling from G major.
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4. the ‘endless variety and (in some instances) complexity of 
characters’ to represent notes – as for example, the 
‘entire absence of analogy’ in the way five out of the six 
Cs on a keyboard are represented on the staff. 

She intended her system not only to remedy these defects, but 
also to ‘add the following advantages’:   15

• to define rhythm more clearly; 
• to characterize each interval of the key; 
• to mark the scale;
• to ‘express the relationship (generally) existing 

between keys when modulation occurs’;
• to render transposition perfectly easy; 
• to ‘furnish a set of syllables favourable to good 

intonation’.

She felt that this would lead the pupils to sing better in tune, to 
be able to sing at sight sooner, and ‘imbibe more correct notions 
of the theory of music’. Also, she remarked cannily, ‘a 
convenient circumstance attending the notation here proposed 
is, that it admits of being printed in common type’.  

The obvious criticism is that, despite the first ‘added advantage’ 
she concentrates on pitch. Indeed, the one thing that standard 
notation does do better than sol-fa is to make the rhythm 
immediately discernable at sight: the sol-fa notations (either 
Norwich or Tonic) cannot do this without many extra symbols 
and groupings of the letters. 

 Scheme, pp 17-18.15
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She used capitals, and her gamut thus ran:
DOH, RA, ME, FAH, SOLE, LAH, TE    16

(the second syllable is pronounced RAY)

But she also made it run dominant to dominant – the old plagal 
mode. This is possibly dictated by the range of voices: she gives 
men’s voices with a range of two octaves, G on the bottom line 
of the bass stave to F two octaves up,  and children’s voices 
from G below middle C to G two octaves above, but it seems 
also to have to do with the tetrachords.  So her gamut actually 17

ran thus:

SOLE, LAH, TE, DOH, RA, ME, FAH

These were abbreviated to the first letter (S, L, T ....). The letter 
for a note in the octave above FAH had an acute accent, and 
one in the octave below SOLE had a grave one. This gave a 
three-octave range, which was more than adequate for psalm 
and hymn tunes. BAH and NE were used for the sharpened 6th 
and 7th degree of the minor mode.  Modulations were dealt 18

 She changed the continental si for the seventh degree to TE to avoid the 16

duplication of initial with SOLE. Scheme, p 25. SOLE goes back to the 
original hymn, where the whole word was Sol-ve. Curwen lopped the -l so as 
to make an open syllable, soh. Ut had been changed to do in the 1660s, so as 
to provide an open syllable. The syllables themselves are used in sight-
reading exercises.

 Having read this section of the book, it is easy to see why Curwen decided 17

to simplify her scheme. It includes a good deal of historical theory that is 
unnecessary for the singers to know.

 She uses what Curwen called Lah-minor – i.e., a major mode based on 18

Doh, and a minor one based on Lah. Curwen developed the Doh-minor 
system. The first links the major key with its relative minor (for example, C 
major and A minor), while the latter links it with its pitch-name minor (C 
major and C minor). Both systems have their advocates. 

31



with by changing the syllable. For example, sharpened FAH 
when modulating to the dominant becomes TU (i.e., a variant of 
TE), and the next note (which was SOLE) is marked DOH in 
the new key.

Here is the tune St James, as given in the Scheme. The 
modulation to the dominant at the end of the second line is 
noted in the lower part, but not the upper: again, this could be 
seen as a weakness, as the two parts are singing independently, 
and the upper is unaware that the lower has modulated. It is 
clear that the upper part of the second phrase ends on DOH in 
E major, and not on SOH in A major – particularly if they are 
singing from the sol-fa only. 

Fig 1: the tune St James arranged by Sarah Glover in two parts in 
Norwich Sol-fa and ‘old notation’.

‘Columns H v’ indicates the real pitch – A major. This harks 
back to her original idea of using the last twelve letters of the 
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alphabet instead of pitch-names.   Thus there is an unnecessary 19

extra stage in which the pitch is encoded. This necessitated two 
enormously complicated ‘Tables of Tune’ in the back of the 
Scheme.  Of course, the actual pitch is not necessary for the 20

singers to know: they sing by interval using the sol-fa letters; it 
is only needed for the leader so the singers can start on the same 
note.  Curwen later cut through this: using his method, one 21

simply says at the start of the piece Doh = A flat (or whatever). 

This was carried over to one of her inventions: the Glass 
Harmonicon. This was a glockenspiel, but with glass bars, 
which she thought gave a purer tone. They are struck with a 
hammer to give the starting note: it was never intended as an 
accompanying instrument. A roller over the ‘keyboard’ was 
turned until DOH matched up with (say) W, and the player 
then struck the bar underneath – which in that case was F. 

This photograph – the only known likeness of her – shows her 
holding a Sol-fa Ladder, a principal tool for teaching Sol-fa. By 
pointing at the various symbols, a group can be made to sing a 
tune, without the need for individual books – or at sight. 

 She had to use other letters once the sol-fa initials were established: R, S, 19

T, (RA, SOLE, TE) are replaced by J, H, and K – unused either as pitch-
names, or as sol-fa names (always allowing for the German H). 

 One wonders if, in a later time, she might have done well at Bletchley 20

Park!

 I am reminded of an event I attended at which there was some uncertainty 21

as to whether we were to sing Stanford in C or B flat. One singer said ‘I 
don’t know; I can only read sol-fa’. 
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Fig 2: the only photograph of Sarah Glover.
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Fig 3: the larger of the ‘Tables of Tune’ from the Scheme.

The major scale (the Doh-scale) is in the centre column, 
together with the relative minor (the Lah-scale), and the 
‘attendant keys’ in the outside columns (dominant on the left, 
sub-dominant on the right, with their relative minors included). 
The lighter-coloured symbols are printed in red.
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Tonic Sol-fa

A few hundred feet along Colegate from Glover’s school is the 
Old Meeting House, the oldest Congregational chapel in 
Norwich (founded in 1693, and still in use). The minister, 
Andrew Reed,  was a college-friend of John Curwen,  and 22 23

Reed sent Curwen a copy of Glover’s book A Scheme for 
Rendering Psalmody Congregational (etc). This enabled Curwen to 
learn to sing at sight, having failed to do so by any other 
method. But he thought the Norwich scheme had too many 
complications, and set about revising it.  Alas, he did not think 24

to ask Glover’s permission to do so until he was on the eve of 
publication, in 1842. She refused to do grant it, thinking that 
her scheme was superior to Curwen’s – which he called Tonic 
Sol-fa. Andrew Reed seems to have exercised his diplomatic 
skills, and she was persuaded to ask Curwen to visit her school 
and see her work in practice. They maintained an uneasy 
relationship thereafter: she rejected his offer of a share in the 
profits of his books, and also his offer to fund a fifth edition of 
the Scheme in 1864. But he always scrupulously acknowledged 
his debt to her: the foundation stone at the old Tonic Sol-fa 
College building in Forest Gate is dedicated to her, her portrait 

 Andrew Reed, Minister of the Old Meeting 1841-55. I can find no further 22

details of him. 

 John Curwen, 1816-80. Educated at University College London. Initially 23

a Congregationalist minister, but gave up full-time ministry to promote Tonic 
Sol-fa. Founded the Tonic Sol-fa Association in 1853, succeeded by the 
Tonic Sol-fa School in 1863, which became the Tonic Sol-fa College (TSC) 
in 1875. It was renamed Curwen Memorial College in 1944 (though keeping 
the TSC designation for its diplomas), and reorganised as the Curwen 
College of Music in 1972.

 Doubtless, the Tables of Tune were one such. 24
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hung in the entrance hall,  and there were two Sarah Glover 25

Scholarships at the College. And, despite her continued and 
unshakeable belief that her scheme was the better one, she was 
realistic enough to see that Curwen’s was highly successful. 

Curwen also did not see his system as a stepping-stone to the 
standard notation, as she did, but saw it as an end in itself. 
Another difference between them, and which doubtless 
contributed to the ascendance of Tonic Sol-fa, is that Glover 
was not at all interested in anything other than promoting 
‘psalmody’, whereas Curwen (or at least his son, John Spencer 
Curwen, who assisted with the movement) was more than 
happy to include all types of music – secular as well as sacred.26

The tale of the further spread of Tonic Sol-fa and the work the 
of College is beyond the scope of this article. But the scheme 
certainly it lived up to its motto: ‘Easy, Cheap, and True’.

Fig 4: Tonic Sol-fa College ‘logo’

 She refused a portrait during her lifetime: ‘I am much too old to be 25

disposed to sanction such expenditure of money upon the preservation of a 
resemblance of my withered face’ (Letter to John Curwen, 1864).  The 
portrait was eventually made from the photograph reproduced in this article. 
Its current whereabouts is unknown, though it may be at the RCM with 
other College records. The College building still stands, at 175 Earlham 
Grove. It is currently used by the Cherubim and Seraphim Church. 

 There was even a short-lived attempt to apply it to instrumental music, but 26

it never caught on. I have, however, known people who can play a four-part 
hymn-tune onto a keyboard from Sol-fa notation. 
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So: without Guido in Arezzo realizing that each line of the tune 
Ut queant laxis starts on a successive degree of the scale, and 
using the syllables of those lines as note-names, then Sarah 
Glover in Norwich would not have used them for her scheme, 
and John Curwen at Forest Gate would not have adapted it, 
and we can but wonder how the Welsh chapels would have 
gone on.  And … there would have been no Doh, a deer for Julie 27

Andrews to sing. 

Dr Nicholas Groves, FRHistS, is a native of Norwich. He is a 
graduate of Aberystwyth, Lampeter, London, UEA, and York, and a 
Fellow of the Curwen College of Music (the successor to the Tonic Sol-fa 
College), of which he is Academic Dean. After many years as organist, 
chorister, and director in various Anglican churches in the city, he is now 
the organist of the Octagon Unitarian Chapel in Norwich, which is next-
door to the Old Meeting House, and just along the street from the site of 
Sarah Glover’s school – and where John Charles Beckwith was the first 
organist, and the original organ was built by William Crotch’s brother 
Michael. He is a freelance lecturer and writer on church history, and 
Director of the Centre for Parish Church Studies in Norwich.

 Certainly in my time as a music student in Aberystwyth in the late 1970s, 27

the default notion for religious music in nonconformist circles (hymnbooks, 
oratorios, cymanfoedd ganu) was Sol-fa, and one had to ask specially for ‘hen 
nodiant’. 
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—————————————————————————
Mental Health Perception and Treatment

The Life of Robert Schumann (Part I)
Benjamin Teague

Foreword

In the preface to his seminal 1985 work on Robert 
Schumann’s mental health, Schumann - Music and Madness, Dr 

Peter Ostwald states that ‘genius and madness have often been 
thought to be related in some way. In the life of Robert 
Schumann it is particularly difficult to draw a line between the 
two.’ Genius, in this sense, is meant as creativity and artistic 
temperament, and madness as a range of mental disorders. 
Although not known by the same name throughout time, mental 
ill-health was noted by many of the great philosophers and 
writers of antiquity. Hippocrates characterised the traits of 
‘melancholia’, (melas ‘black’, and kholé meaning ‘bile’), in his 
‘Aphorisms’, as being an imbalance of the humours, an illness 
whose collected symptoms we now define as depression. The 
wisdom of the Ancient Greeks was the basis of medical 
knowledge for centuries to come, however inaccurate it was. 
Hippocrates wrote ‘Life is short, and Art long; the crisis 
fleeting; experience perilous, and decision difficult.’ Though the 
strife may be difficult or trying, it matters not, as life is short, 
and art will outlive you. 

Except that this is not the case. Art does, in most cases, outlive 
the mortal artist, unless it is lost or forgotten to time 
immemorial. However, does this render the struggle of the 
creator as inconsequential? Need we to understand the life of 
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the maker or creator in order to understand the art itself? Are 
they inherently separable, or are they so intertwined that we are 
automatically presented with the experience and struggles of 
the creator, (if any), when we encounter art in any medium? Of 
course, the reverse is equally true; the inappropriate behaviours 
of Pablo Picasso have been glossed over because of his status as 
a great artist, and Wagner’s antisemitism has been ignored, 
often excused as being a ‘characteristic’ of contemporary 
attitudes and overlooked for the sake of deeming his work as 
‘great’ art. Countless others have been equally relieved of any 
critique of their personal lives for the sake of salvaging what we 
deem to be great art. Van Gogh, however, has seen much 
compassion since his (self-inflicted) death. Johanna van Gogh-
Bonger, van Gogh’s sister in law, wrote a substantial memoir on 
the artist in 1913, where she notes that ‘[…]none of the children 
except Vincent was very strong. A weaker constitution than his 
would certainly have broken down much sooner under the 
heavy strain Vincent put upon it.’ This was a popular opinion in 
the nineteenth century, where artists were seen to suffer for 
their great genius by demanding too much of themselves. Even 
today we see him as the tortured artist, fighting the invisible 
battle with the great unseen, defending himself from his own 
psyche; a key figure in the creation of his canon.

This, in its own way, opens up a dialogue of art as therapy. 
Alain de Botton in his 2013 work Art as Therapy, discusses how 
art is a tool. He defines; ‘A tool is an extension of the body that 
allows a wish to be carried out, and that is required because of a 
drawback in our physical make-up.’ He then asks ‘What 
psychological frailties might art help with?’, and defines seven 
‘frailties’: Remembering, Hope, Sorrow, Rebalancing, Self-
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Understanding, Growth, Appreciation. Themes and subjects 
resonate within us and affect us in different ways, and de 
Botton further discusses these ‘Seven Functions of Art’, and 
latterly presents his ways of appreciating, buying, studying, 
making, and displaying art. Every individual will have a 
different response to these areas, depending on their own life 
experiences and environments. Music is an equally immersive 
experience in which we may suspend the trivialities of daily life; 
by the investment of an opera plot line, or enveloping oneself in 
a performance. The very nature of art itself is expressing the 
state of the human condition and its ‘frailties’, as de Botton 
terms it.

Many creators have responded to other works with the attitude 
‘I wouldn’t have done that’, or ‘I wouldn’t have done it that 
way’. The curse of the creative was ever thus. John Berger 
presented a series in the 1970s, Ways of Seeing, which was later 
compiled into a collaborative book, incorporating the text from 
the series, and sets of ‘visual essays’. The cover is an excerpt of 
the book, the first sentence of which is: ‘Seeing comes before 
words. The child looks and recognizes [sic] before it can speak.’ 
Our preconceived ideologies of people, art, work, and a 
plethora of other subjects are formed before we are even able to 
explain why. We are told how to respond to something by a 
societal impetus, no matter how we truly feel. Encyclopaedia 
Brittanica (2018) states ‘When used to refer to an aesthetic 
attitude, Classicism invokes those characteristics normally 
associated with the art of antiquity—harmony, clarity, restraint, 
universality, and idealism.’ The common practice periods of old 
dictated the ways in which one was ‘meant’ to feel, particularly 
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when responding to aesthetics and core tenets of artistic 
movements.
Changing attitudes in mental health in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries developed from the ideology of governing 
one’s own moral character and actions to understanding that 
mental illness was an affliction, not a failing on behalf of the 
sufferer. In the eighteenth century, Bethlem Royal Hospital 
(latterly Bedlam) was effectively an entertainment centre for 
anybody that wished to look on at the inmates' suffering and 
perceived ‘insanity’. This tortuous suffering was engrained 
within the Romantic psyche, and became an important part of 
the creative experience.

De Botton has discussed art in the eyes of the receiver, but is art 
ever therapeutic for the creator? It may be, and in many cases 
rates of depression and mental illness in creative artists are 
much higher per person than that of the general population 
(Johnson et al, 2016). There is a certain escapism in the 
creation of art, making something which is controlled entirely 
by oneself, unlike the instability and unpredictability of mental 
illness. We know that art is therapeutic for the critic or general 
public, otherwise there would be no museums, galleries, and 
other artistic outlets frequented by hundreds of thousands of 
people every single day across the world. Nancy Locke, 
Associate Professor of Art History at Penn State University 
notes on the Impressionists: ‘I think these paintings are so 
popular because we see ourselves in them: […] Yet in the 
nineteenth century, paintings that represented people trying to 
be modern was a very new thing. Artists had previously painted 
mythological and historical subjects, not modern subjects.’ 
Being able to associate with something outside of oneself is a 
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proven grounding exercise for many with mental health issues, 
and also appears to be the same for patients creating art. 
Modern developments in psychiatry and mental health have 
shed new light on historical case studies and diagnoses. 
Ostwald’s work in the 1980s offers a comprehensive biography 
of Schumann from the perspective of a psychiatric professional, 
namely in Music and Madness. As more research into symptoms 
and characteristics of mental disorders is published in the 
modern day, we are better prepared to look at the past. Despite 
this, Ostwald writes that ‘[…]the debate has continued for 
more than a hundred years, with no real solution. None of the 
diagnostic methods needed to refute the presence of organic 
disease—X rays, brain-scans, laboratory tests, and the like—
was available to those doctors who had actually examined and 
treated Schumann.’ Many speculative diagnoses have 
accumulated about the composer, many postulating bipolar 
disorder, borderline personality disorder, schizophrenia, and 
others.  Owen and Saunders (2008) write ‘[…]more has been 
discovered about bipolar disorder since the mid 1990s than was 
discovered in the 50 years before that.’ This changing public 
attitude toward mental health and patients in the 1990s was 
certainly a lot more rapid than even previous centuries 
combined, providing fertile ground for modern research. Much 
has been written on Schumann’s health, though little referring 
specifically to him as an artist suffering with mental health 
issues in terms of creativity. This acted as the catalyst for the 
undertaking of this study. In this age of openness and frankness 
about mental health and associated conditions, it is fitting to 
chart the contextual changes of the artist to assess how far 
society has come in its treatment and reception. 

43



This is a chronological exploration, focusing on major episodes 
in the life of a working artist and composer affected by severe 
mental health issues (namely 1833, 1840, and 1849), and how 
various factors in Schumann’s personal life exacerbated the 
symptoms of this. The American Psychiatric Association 
outlines the diagnostic criteria for both types of bipolar disorder 
and cyclothymia in their Diagnostic Statistic Manual V, which 
will be used to assess Schumann’s mental health and illness 
throughout this study. The secondary purpose of this study is to 
concurrently examine the affect of the Romantic mindset on the 
individual, and how the tempestuousness of the aforementioned 
conditions was virtually encouraged, and sometimes invoked, 
for creativity. This study will focus on Schumann’s mental 
health, and how it affected him in his professional capacity. It 
will attempt to provide a possible diagnosis utilising all 
information available to us at this time.

Benjamin Teague
Cardiff, 2020
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I
The Imperfect Hero

Encyclopaedia Brittanica defines Romanticism thus: ‘[…]can be 
seen as a rejection of the precepts of order, calm, harmony, 
balance, idealization, and rationality that typified Classicism in 
general and late 18th-century. Neoclassicism in particular. It 
was also to some extent a reaction against 
the Enlightenment and against 18th-century rationalism and 
physical materialism in general.’ Traits of the Romantic began 
to appear in the arts and humanities as early as the 1780s, 
latterly propelled by the French Revolution (1789-99). The 
emancipation of philosophy and the advent of free thought 
surrounding the tumultuous political climes of Europe in this 
era further helped to break down the overly ordered way of life 
ruled over by the aristocracy and royalty. Before the Romantic 
period, the composer was often bonded by patronage of 
aristocracy, royalty, or the church, (or in some cases all three), 
and frequently grounded to the city in which they worked. 
Examining the key figures from the Classical period, Haydn 
spent the majority of his career as a court musician at the 
Esterházy estate, dressed in the same livery as the other 
servants. After Prince Nikolaus Esterházy’s death in 1790, 
Haydn began to travel to London and Vienna where he and his 
works were much celebrated. Mozart held various positions 
during his lifetime, centring around Salzburg and Vienna. The 
continuing popularity of opera led to Mozart’s success as a 
freelance composer, whilst continuing to write religious works 
(such as fifteen Masses, the Requiem, and others). Beethoven 
began his early professional musical life as an organist 
substituting for masses. He received a small stipend for this 
which enabled him to support himself and compose, venturing 
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to Vienna in 1795 to expand his ever growing freelance career 
as performer and composer. Grove (1879) writes under the 
definition of ‘Romantic’: ‘It was not long before the term 
Romantic was introduced into musical literature; and it was 
understood to characterise both the subjects of certain musical 
works and the spirit in which they were treated. Its antithetical 
significance to the term Classical still clung to it; and regard to 
perfection of form being often subordinated by so-called 
romantic composers to the object of giving free play to the 
imaginative and emotional parts of our nature, there grew up 
around the epithet Romantic the notion of a tendency to depart 
more or less from the severity of purely Classical compositions.’ 
It can be argued that Romanticism is merely a reaction from 
Classicism, and although the initial roots lay in this 
revolutionary action, it became much more in its own right. 

The ‘ideal' Romantic composer would grow to become a multi-
faceted being. The previous bonds of patronage became less 
important, leading to more travel, cultural exchange, and wider 
fame. They would need to be in touch with their deepest 
emotions, (frequently abject depression and vehement self-
deprecation), as well as in contact with the natural world. They 
would act as philosopher, hero, and eternal victim; almost 
reflecting the pain, suffering, and subsequent reverence of 
Christ. 

A balance between the philosophy of freedom and emancipation 
from the bonds of eighteenth century servitude and the rising 
up to a place of higher standing in their own right was to be 
trodden carefully. Both had their benefits, namely job security 
and guaranteed income in patronage, or gaining creative license, 
geographical freedom, and autonomy as a freelance artist. The 
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uncertainty attached to becoming an artist in one’s own right lay 
in the minefield of financial gain, whilst attempting to curate 
one’s own audience. The artist would live and work in the 
natural world surrounding them, responding to the core 
substance of life itself.  This, perhaps, was a direct response to 
the idealisation of Classical logic, and the relationship between 
Man and God. Vernon Pratt (n.d.) writes ‘The loss of personal 
identity, or, put another way, the identification of the self with 
Nature as a whole, […] is the thought that finds particular 
expression in nature mysticism. The religious mystic comes to 
understand that they and God are one. the nature mystic that 
they and Nature are one.’ Not only was the rebellion against 
Classical ideology, but against its associated aesthetics, as 
outlined by Herbert Bedford (1925) ‘Romanticism is frequently 
regarded as a protest against dullness in music. Leigh Henry 
has written of it as ‘an attempt to vision and express life 
imaginatively and decoratively’.’ 

The societal pressure faced by artists in the nineteenth century 
was cemented by the core tenets of the Romantic movement 
itself. As we have seen, Grove notes that the term ‘Romantic’ is 
borrowed from literature, from which we also inherit these 
traditions. Nancy Snyder writes in her 2013 article, Emotion in 
Romantic Literature, ‘[Romantic literature] does not necessarily 
follow the modern idea of romance. Modern “romantics” 
consider the idea of hearts and flowers with poetry about love 
as romanticism. The Romanticism movement in literature of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth century was a shift in writing from 
an imitation of life to a reflection on the self. The imagination, 
individual, and focus on feelings and intuitions were more 
evident in romantic writing. Looking at nature and creativity 
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were also facets of this form of literature. The focus on writing 
about human behavior [sic] and deities as in the early works 
such as Dante, Hesiod, and Genesis became a thing of the past. 
The focus on human emotion and our place in nature such as 
the writings of Henry David Thoreau are evidence of these 
shifts.’ The artist was expected to adhere to these ideas, to 
outpour their very soul at every turn, and to commit to their 
craft with all of their very being. Unfortunately, this fuelled 
such disorders as faced by Robert Schumann and others, 
conditions which were actively encouraged and channelled into 
their works.

Schumann himself grew up in a period where mentally ill 
people were locked up or sent away; it was a cause of 
considerable embarrassment. The advent of the Romantic 
generation provided a type of outlet for the composer and artist 
in this manner, by responding to the natural world and one’s 
emotions, rather than repression and ignorance. The nineteenth 
century provided us with more artists who openly lived and 
worked while depressed or suffering other disorders than ever 
before. It is a cross-disciplinary phenomenon, finding artists 
such as Goya, van Gogh, Munch, Tchaikovsky, Bruckner, Wolf, 
Berlioz, and many others suffering with severe bouts of 
depression and ‘madness’, as was. Romantic ideologies allowed 
for these people to produce great works of art and be accepted 
into society. A quote from Van Gogh offers a contemporary 
opinion: ‘I put my heart and my soul into my work, and have 
lost my mind in the process.’
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The Birth of Madness

The Schumann family were not without their hereditary 
problems. Robert’s mother, Johanna Christiane, suffered from 
bouts of depression, his father, August, suffered a ‘nervous 
attack’ in 1810 (Grove, 2001) which affected him for the rest of 
his life, and his sister, Emilie, both mentally and physically 
disabled, committed suicide in 1826 in the same month as 
August’s death. A predisposition toward depression and 
associated disorders seems to be prevalent in the family history, 
with his grandmother being reportedly ‘incessantly sick’, likely 
caused by the penury in which they lived. In her 1993 work, 
Touched with Fire, Dr Kay Redfield Jamison informs us that 
monozygotic and dizygotic twins are more likely to both suffer 
from manic depressive illness if one has it, and that ‘this 
suggests the strong influence of genetic factors’. She later states 
that ‘individuals who have manic-depressive illness are quite 
likely to have both bipolar and unipolar relatives.’ Although 
Robert and Emilie were not twins, there is a familial genetic 
link between bipolar patients. The National Health Service 
notes ‘it is also thought bipolar disorder is linked to genetics, as 
it seems to run in families. The family members of a person with 
bipolar disorder have an increased risk of developing it 
themselves. But no single gene is responsible for bipolar 
disorder. Instead, a number of genetic and environmental 
factors are thought to act as triggers.’ (2019) This familial link 
between physical health and mental illness has been studied for 
centuries, usually to no avail.

The Schumann family history indicates a clear presence of ill 
health for at least three generations, with both parents suffering 
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from a type of mental affliction which directs us towards 
favouring a theory of predisposition to certain disorders. 
Genetics Home Reference (2016) notes that ‘The inheritance 
pattern of bipolar disorder is unclear. Overall, the risk of 
developing this condition is greater for first-degree relatives of 
affected individuals (such as siblings or children) as compared 
to the general public. For unknown reasons, the risk of 
inheriting the disorder appears to be higher in some families 
than in others.’ Although we do not have irrefutable modern 
medical evidence to offer an accurate diagnosis of any member 
of the Schumann family, most sources agree that Robert 
suffered from bipolar disorder based on his diaries, letters, and 
reported behaviours from his contemporaries. 

Schumann’s formative years reflect that he was, perhaps, 
neurodivergent, and the symptoms he showed at this time 
worsened progressively over the course of his life. He kept a 
diary in his youth which is not readily available, though it is 
known that, as a child, he was stringent in his practice regimen, 
and berated himself for not practicing or falling behind. A 
somewhat precocious child, he began piano tuition at the age of 
six. 

Leipzig and the Twenty Years’ War

Schumann's original career path, chosen for him by his parents, 
was to become a lawyer, having commenced studies in Leipzig 
University and piano with Friedrich Wieck in 1828. Schumann 
was particularly obsessive during this period, studying the 
piano during the Leipzig years more ardently than ever before, 
throwing himself completely into the artistic world. 1830 was 
the zenith of Schumann’s emerging passion for music, writing to 
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his mother in July, ‘My genius points towards Art, which is, I 
am inclined to think, the right path.’ (Herbert, 1888). In 
another letter that year he writes to his mother ‘My whole life 
has been a twenty years’ war between prose and poetry—
between law and music’, whence he ultimately chose music. 
This surrendering of self to the artistic was not only a 
realisation of childhood ideas, or a fanciful whim, but a portal 
through which Schumann could express himself wholly, and 
unlock his entire personality.

The commencement of this decade was a tumultuous time for 
Schumann. His mood seemed expansive in its elation and pits of 
despair. In a letter dated November 28th 1830 Schumann writes 
to his mother ‘What can I give you to-day but nameless wishes 
and hopes for your future and my own? A thunderstorm was 
overhanging my life yesterday, but to-day there is a rainbow, 
and only a few drops falling.’ (Herbert, 1888), where on the 
16th in a letter to the same he signs ‘Your miserable Son, 
Robert Schumann’. His letters, particularly those addressed to 
his mother, reflect an extremely wide emotional range, 
characteristic of many mood disorders. Hajek et al write in their 
2013 paper, Brain Structural Signature of Familial Predisposition for 
Bipolar Disorder[…], ‘The onset of BD typically falls into 
adolescence and early adulthood. This timing may be related to 
the continuing structural maturation of the brain during the 
transition period between childhood and adulthood.’ Schumann 
was in his early twenties at this time, correlating with the above 
study.

In 1833 Schumann suffered his first deeply debilitating episode 
of depression, likely brought about by the death of his sister-in-
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law Rosalie, and his older brother Julius. Fuller Maitland 
(1884) writes that the news of Rosalie’s death on October 17th 
1833 reached him and ‘produced a severe attack of nervous 
mental excitement, during which he seems to have suffered 
exceedingly. It may be surmised that it was a foreshadowing of 
the doom which was ultimately to obscure his mind, for 
according to one account he made an attempt to throw himself 
out of the window. However this may be, it is certain that in 
after-life he had the greatest objection to sleeping in a room on 
an upper floor.’ A more restrained presentation of grief may be 
to weep and mourn for a suitable period to oneself, though the 
reaction of a suicide attempt seems somewhat extreme. The 
Romantic mindset of wearing one’s heart on one’s sleeve may 
encourage an extreme reaction of grief, though to go to the 
lengths of attempted defenestration is somewhat egregious. 

This may be an extraordinary example of Schumann’s 
behaviour, though, as Fuller Maitland has elucidated, it is likely 
a portent of future mental instability. Grove (2001) informs us 
that Schumann sought medical advice in October of 1833, 
‘seized by the fear of going mad, and plagued by suicidal 
thoughts, […] but was merely told: Find yourself a woman; 
she’ll cure you in no time’. By late November his neurosis had 
begun to abate, but lingering fears – of heights and of sleeping 
alone – caused him to move from a fifth-floor to a first-floor 
apartment and to share his lodgings with an old room-mate, 
Carl Günther. 

The Classical ideal of ‘mind over matter’ has once again reared 
its ugly head. It is not clear from whom this ‘medical’ advice 
was sought, but Schumann seems to have had an intuitive 
reaction to his fears by manner of ensuring physical safety and 
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not remaining alone; two criteria for care of a mind in crisis 
even today. The Oxford English Dictionary (2019) defines 
neurosis thus: ‘A relatively mild mental illness that is not caused 
by organic disease, involving symptoms of stress (depression, 
anxiety, obsessive behaviour, hypochondria) but not a radical 
loss of touch with reality.’ Neurosis typifies the symptoms 
experienced by Schumann in 1833, and the definition provides 
us with the clear delineation that its causation is not organic, 
but mental. No amount of women seeking nor beer swilling 
would diminish these symptoms, but, in fact, worsen them in 
the case of Schumann’s physical health, which will be discussed 
later.
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NOTES ON MENDELSSOHN’S ‘ELIJAH’

Christopher Ball

The first Birmingham Music Festival took place in 1768 with a 
series of performances of St Philip’s Church (now the Anglican 
Cathedral) and the theatre in King Street. Subsequent Festivals 
took place in 1778 and 1784 from which date the Festivals 
became triennial until the final one in 1912. No Festival took 
place in 1793 as the theatre had been burned down.

From the outset the Festivals had provided funds for the aid of 
the General Hospital and significant profits were the order of 
the day, once the festivals were established, without any state 
funding. In a competitive age, with other towns and cities 
organising their own similar festivals, Joseph Moore 
(1766-1851), a Birmingham benefactor and industrialist, 
wanted Birmingham to maintain its pre-eminent position within 
the flourishing festival league. Moore travelled abroad for 
inspiration to cities like Amsterdam and Berlin, where he first 
met Mendelssohn. 

At first sight, the alliance of Mendelssohn and Moore seems 
surprising, largely because of the age difference between the 
two, but their partnership did much to secure the growing 
reputation of Birmingham and its Festival, and the combination 
of the composer’s passion for music and Moore’s philanthropy 
led to hugely successful artistic and financial results.
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Despite funding difficulties, eventually Moore fulfilled his aim 
with the construction of ‘the town’s great Music Hall’ (later 
known, universally, as the Town Hall), complete with an organ 
‘at least equal to the finest in Europe’. The Hall provided a 
permanent home for the Festivals from 1834 to 1912. 

Mendelssohn had conducted his oratorio, St Paul, and his 
symphonic cantata, Lobgesang, at the 1837 and 1840 Festivals 
respectively. The subject of ‘Elijah’ had occupied Mendelssohn’s 
mind for practically 10 years. The work was discussed with his 
friend Klingemann and there were later consultations with 
another friend, Schubring, and although passages were selected 
and scenes sketched out, no structured work was created. In 
1842 he was still at work on the book itself.

At a meeting of the Festival Committee, held on the 11th June 
1845, the following resolution was carried: ‘That it appears to 
this committee desirable that the services of Dr. Mendelssohn 
be obtained to act as Conductor at the next Festival; and that he 
be requested to consider whether he can provide a new 
oratorio, or other music, for the occasion.’ This decision was 
communicated to Mendelssohn, who replied positively on the 
24th July. The official invitation came in a resolution made on 
the 26th August, exactly a year to the day before ‘Elijah’ 
received its first performance. The chronology thereafter is 
interesting as it reveals how little time the performers - soloists, 
chorus, and orchestral players - had to prepare the work. 
Mendelssohn made slow progress with the oratorio, owing to 
his other overwhelming obligations and activities. 
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By letter dated 8th May 1846, Mendelssohn expressed a wish 
that William Bartholomew (who combined the arts of ‘chemist, 
violin-player, hymn-writer, and excellent flower painter’, and 
who had written the English texts of Mendelssohn’s chief choral 
works) - ‘the translator par excellence’ should undertake the 
English translation. 

There was correspondence about the choice of singers. Jenny 
Lind was favoured by the composer but the Festival 
Committee’s subsequent negotiations failed to secure her 
services. This led to an awkward situation in that the soprano 
Madame Caradori-Allan (1800-1865) knew that she was second 
choice. The doyen of Victorian musical criticism, Henry 
Fothergill Chorley described Caradori-Allan in an unrelated 
criticism thus: ‘One of those first-class singers of the second 
class with whom it would be hard to find a fault, save want of 
fire.’ Despite this assessment and her reputation, Caradori-
Allan secured a fee of 200 guineas for her participation - the 
same fee that Mendelssohn received - and 50 guineas more than 
Elijah was paid! Mendelssohn was displeased with his soprano 
and gave vent to his feelings in a letter after the performance: ‘It 
was all so pretty, so pleasing, so elegant, at the same time so flat, 
so unintelligent, so soulless…’

The other principal singers were Joseph Staudigl (1807-1861) - 
a noted Austrian bass, described in the first edition of Grove’s 
Dictionary as ‘a man of varied gifts and ardent temperament. 
Whatever he undertook he pursued passionately, whether it was 
hunting, painting, chemistry, chess, or billiards; he was frank, 
open, and amiable; many a young composer owes his first 
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introduction to the public to Staudigl’s interpretation of his 
songs’, though sadly Staudigl spent the final 8 years of his life in 
an asylum for the insane.

It was Mendelssohn’s original intention to have two tenor 
soloists, as the musical demands and styles of the two principal 
arias - ‘If with all your hearts’ and ‘Then shall the righteous’ - 
are poles apart, and Charles Lockey (1820-1901) was allotted 
the latter. However, when Mendelssohn heard him rehearse the 
piece, immediately the composer asked him to sing the former 
aria, which had been assigned to another singer. Throughout 
the 19th Century it was common practice to engage two tenors, 
but Lockey’s talent was clearly exceptional as Mendelssohn 
wrote after the first performance that ‘a young English tenor 
sang the last air so very beautifully that I was obliged to collect 
myself to prevent my becoming overcome, and to enable me to 
beat time steadily.’ Lockey’s career ended prematurely when an 
affliction of the throat led to his retirement in 1859. Maria 
Billington Hawes (1816-1886), the contralto, studied under her 
famous father, William Hawes, who had a reputation for being a 
strong disciplinarian. 

The first part of the oratorio was sent to Bartholomew on May 
23rd. Mendelssohn’s work on the oratorio was then interrupted 
for three weeks by conducting commitments in Germany. There 
was a lengthy, and detailed, exchange of correspondence 
between composer and translator where Mendelssohn’s 
fastidiousness meant that he went through the English version 
‘bar by bar, note for note, syllable by syllable, with an attention 
to detail which might be termed microscopic.’ 
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The orchestra and chorus for the Festival which lasted from the 
25th-28th August number 396. The instrumentalists were 
mainly drawn from London and 62 of the chorus of 271 also 
came from London. The 60 altos were all ‘bearded altos’, as 
Mendelssohn described them, as female contraltos were 
unknown in choruses at that time. James Stimpson, the chorus-
master and official organist of the Festival, did not receive the 
first instalment of the chorus parts until mid-June. The first two 
choruses of part two reaching him only on August 3rd, the last 
arriving just nine days before the Festival.

Mendelssohn arrived in London on the evening of August 17th, 
and the vocal solos with piano accompaniment were rehearsed 
on the 19th. There were orchestral rehearsals on the 20th and 
21st. At 2pm on Sunday August 23rd a special train left Euston 
for Birmingham, bringing Mendelssohn, the solo singers, the 
London additions to the orchestra and chorus, and a formidable 
array of music critics. Mendelssohn conducted two full 
rehearsals in the Town Hall on the Monday morning and 
Tuesday evening. The evening rehearsal necessitated the 
cancellation of the second con cert of the Festival which was 
fixed for that evening.

With the exception of the first instalment parts, which were 
printed, all the remaining parts of the oratorio had to be sung 
and played from manuscript copies - remember, this is long 
before the advent of photocopiers: no easy task. In all the 
circumstances, an indifferent performance would have been 
understandable but, against the odds, it proved to be a great 
success. The occasion attracted a good deal of press coverage 
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both before and after the performance. The extraordinary 
enthusiasm with which the oratorio was received exceeded 
Mendelssohn’s expectations. The Times reported that, ‘the last 
note of Elijah was drowned in a long-continued unanimous 
volley of plaudits, vociferous and deafening… Never was there 
a more complete triumph - never a more thorough and speedy 
recognition of a great work of art.’ According to the Illustrated 
London News - 29th August 1846 - ‘the execution of the new 
work was quite surprising. Every artist seemed inspired, and 
resolved to perform as if the result depended on individual 
exertion.’ ‘There were 8 encores - 4 in each part.’ ‘Mendelssohn 
was called for at the close of the Oratorio, and was more 
cheered even than on his entrance.’ It is clear from 
correspondence that Mendelssohn himself, although he later 
made revisions to the work, was delighted and satisfied with the 
reaction of the audience: ‘No work of mine ever went so 
admirably the first time of execution or was received with so 
much enthusiasm, by both the musicians and the audience as 
this oratorio.’ 

The financial success of the 1846 Festival was noteworthy. 
Figures discussed in the press at the time refer to gross 
expenses in the region of £7000, ‘the surplus reached beyond 
£4,800 - a munificent sum to be handed over to the General 
Hospital’ (Another source suggests that the whole Festival 
ended in credit to the sum of £7402) Whichever figure is correct 
- and there was no state subsidy - there was certainly a profit 
which could be the equivalent today of anywhere between 
£300,000 and £500,000.
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THE ELUSIVE “TIED QUAVER”
Sarah MacDonald

This article was first published in The American Organist magazine in 
November 2016.

It is reprinted here with permission.

A perennial question with which choir members interrupt 
rehearsals runs as follows: “Where does the final consonant 
go?” This legitimate enquiry can be particularly irritating when 
asked by someone who only achieved 60% accuracy in the 
preceding phrase. Now, I am a stickler for final consonants, 
some might argue to a fault. Nonetheless, if by the end of a 
rehearsal, a choir’s consonants are perfectly together but the 
notes are still wrong, one wonders about their conductor’s 
priorities.

In theory, of course, this question should not need to be asked 
by anyone from a well-trained choir. However, confusion 
inevitably arises with that very British  of choral quirks, the 28

tied quaver, or eighth-note. How many times have you seen this:

 Re: http://jandrewowen.com/en/2015/03/19/tied-eighth-notes-in-choral-28

music/. I do not believe that Gabriel Fauré was doing the same thing as 
RVW, Howells, et al. Fauré’s occasional tied eighth-notes simply indicate the 
duration of the note he wanted, i.e., a dotted-quarter-note for the final 
syllable of ‘luceat’, with the ‘t’ occurring on the rest.
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and agonised about where the ‘d’ should be placed? (This 
example is taken from Howells’ Like as the hart. ) Perhaps those 29

of us who are particularly OCD about final consonants can be 
forgiven for having forgotten that 40% of the previous phrase 
was inaccurate.

Historically, these pesky eighth notes began to appear 
inconsistently in the early works of Elgar (there are a number 
of instances in the 1897 Te Deum and Benedicite Op. 34, for 
example). Vaughan Williams was the first to use them 
habitually, though his application of them is also inconsistent 
(see below). The tied eighth-note is especially ubiquitous in the 
works of Howells, Finzi, and Leighton, and their ilk, and has 
for many years perturbed singers and conductors alike. 
Fortunately, many contemporary composers (James 
MacMillan, Jonathan Dove, Cecilia McDowall, et al.) seem to 
have abandoned them.

So, what is that tied eighth-note for? Is it correct to place the 
consonant directly on the note, or should it occur on the 
ensuing rest? What were the composers’ intentions? And, 
assuming they had intentions for those consonants, what on 
earth did they mean by adding a tied eighth-note to a word 
ending in a vowel—as in this example from Vaughan Williams’ 
A Choral Flourish?30

 Howells, Herbert. Like as the hart. OUP. 1943.29

 Vaughan Williams, Ralph. A Choral Flourish. OUP. 1956.30
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My personal practice is consciously inconsistent. I consider 
each instance individually, and base my decision on tempo, 
style, harmony, and context, varying my verdict from bar to bar. 
I do not teach my choirs a specific ‘policy’, which is why that 
aforementioned question occurs. In an informal survey of 
cathedral and Oxbridge colleagues, I was not surprised to find 
that they follow this route as well. Those who do attempt to 
abide by a policy inevitably stray from it on a regular basis. 

It is widely agreed that tempo is the most important factor in 
deciding where to place the consonant. In general, at a faster 
speed, the consonant is placed directly on the tied note. So, in 
the quick middle section of the Magnificat from Leighton’s 
Second Service,  placing the consonants on the tied note 31

enhances rhythmic clarity, and keeps contrapuntal ensemble 
precise.

On the other hand, in a slower, more lyrical work, placing the 
consonant on the rest after the tied note creates subtle and less 
perceptible joins between phrases. For example, in Howells’ O 

 Leighton. Kenneth. Second Service (Evening Canticles). Novello and Co. 31

1972.
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pray for the peace of Jerusalem,  the consonants in the opening and 32

closing sections are most musically placed on the rests (or at 
least this is true at the tempo at which I take the piece!).

Frustratingly, composers themselves were inconsistent. In 
Vaughan Williams’ setting of Let all the world,  the following two 33

phrases occur within three bars of each other. Surely they are 
not meant to be sung differently?

Elgar’s anthem “The Spirit of the Lord” (from The Apostles)  34

contains the following three examples of tied eighth-notes, each 
of which demands a different interpretation.

 Howells, Herbert. O pray for the peace of Jerusalem. OUP. 1943.32

 Vaughan Williams, Ralph. No. 5 from Five Mystical Songs. Stainer and Bell. 33

1911.

 Elgar, Edward. The Apostles Op. 49. Novello. 1903.34
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For ‘poor’, a tied eighth-note is provided for no final consonant 
(the ‘r’ is not pronounced when singing with a standard English 
accent).

Putting the ‘s’ of ‘captives’ on the rest creates a more refined 
connection between the phrases. 

The complexity of the syncopation and the rallentando in the 
accompaniment makes putting the ‘s’ of ‘righteousness’ on the 
tied note by far the simplest and tidiest solution.

A particularly awkward example of the phenomenon occurs in 
Howells’ Magnificat in B minor,  during the quicker middle 35

section, which is conducted in half-notes.

 Howells, Herbert. Evening Service in B minor. Novello. 1955.  35
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Placing the ‘t’ on the tied note itself makes the gap feel 
unnaturally long, and inevitably someone comes in early after 
the rest. On the other hand, it is mathematically very difficult to 
place the final ‘t’ of ‘seat’ on an eighth-note rest when counting 
in half-notes. My (undoubtedly controversial) solution is 
actually to rewrite Howells (!) which fortunately works well 
harmonically in this case.

There is, of course, no right answer. Composers themselves 
were varied in their approach, and it is a relief that the practice 
seems to have fallen out of use. As to why it was introduced 
originally, one theory is that the tied notes were added to 
encourage less-accomplished singers to hold long notes with 
conviction right to the end. Since many of the works in which 
they first appeared were oratorios written for amateur choral 
societies, this conjecture seems plausible.

Howells’ 
original:

My 
alternative:
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The late former Director of Music at King’s College, 
Cambridge, told me that he had actually asked Howells about 
the tied eighth-notes many years ago. Howells “didn’t comment 
in detail”, presumably “preferring decisions in this area to be 
made by conductors.”  Consequently, it looks as if we are 36

required to make an informed and musical judgement in every 
individual case rather than trying to construct a universal policy
—but mark up your choir’s scores before the rehearsal, in order 
to avoid being asked that old familiar but irritating question!

 Stephen Cleobury, personal correspondence, 29 August 2016; quoted with 36

permission.
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THE COHERENT CONCERTO

Jared Destro

Preamble

In a 1907 letter to Knut Harder – a fellow Scandinavian 
composer – Carl Nielsen shared three personal tenets of his 
compositional practice to encourage the man. Additionally, his 
description of music as a process of “flow” affirms the thoughts 
of many, like David Fanning and Michael Fjeldsøe. The three 
concepts presented by Nielsen are: “Tonality, Clarity, and 
Strength”.1 With these principles in mind, we can analyze a 
work written by the composer to investigate for the appropriate 
musical evidence.

The manner by which Nielsen organizes his music – sc. 
his compositional process – can be divided based upon these 
main principles, which can in turn be related to concrete 
musical elements, like harmony and form. When these ideas are 
in balance with one another, I believe they summate to one of 
Nielsen’s most frequently discussed – and infrequently defined 
– concept of compositional coherence. As the composer himself 
discusses, coherence is the necessary combination of natural 
musical flow with strict sets of guiding principles;2 that is, 
Nielsen takes the guiding principles of tonality, clarity, and 
strength, and encapsulates them within a framework of organic, 
non-rigid compositional flow.

As he is primarily associated with the symphony much to 
the credit of Robert Simpson work, my focus instead will be on 
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Nielsen's implementation of these concepts in his Concerto for 
Clarinet and Orchestra, Op. 57, which is also his final orchestral 
work. The concerto is embroiled in a conflict of stability, one 
that nears distinctive incoherence at times with its chaotic 
flourishes between the snare-drum and the soloist. Additionally, 
this narrative is crafted in one movement, structured into four 
parts that are efficient and precise, and in a way that effectively 
articulates the melee between coherence and chaos.

In his writings, Nielsen fails in conveying great detail in 
analyses of his works.3 Moreover, he frequently discusses music 
in relation to nebulous or speculative abstracts, as he does in his 
own program for his Fourth Symphony, the Inextinguishable.4 
Therefore, we must infer what each of these principles mean by 
assigning them to the essential elements of compositional 
organization.

Tonality is rather clear, as it denotes Nielsen’s aversion to 
the atonal-leanings of his modernist contemporaries, and it 
suggests a proclivity in his music toward remaining 
predominately diatonic.5 Even one of his more adventurous 
compositions – his Sixth Symphony, Semplice (and specifically 
the third movement) – melodic construction seems reliant on 
remaining diatonic.6 The Clarinet Concerto struggles for tonal 
stability, eventually obtaining it at the conclusion to the piece on 
its opening tonal-center of F. This search for tonal stability is a 
common demonstration Carl Nielsen uses in his symphonies. 
Tom Pankhurst has described in great length the different tonal 
modes used for diatonic writing in Nielsen’s Fourth Symphony.

Both Clarity and Strength are considerably more difficult 
to define, though both can be viewed as elements of structural 
arrangement and organization; these seem to be constantly in 
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question throughout Nielsen’s work. If composed within a 
natural flow, then we should consider two main elements: 
melodic/rhythmic development; and, the duration of the 
moment, and thus the importance in overall structure. Clarity 
can then be viewed specifically as the intelligibility of melodic, 
rhythmic, or even harmonic presentation. Strength would then 
be determined by the duration of the music under examination, 
a determination of the importance of the section/material. 

These principles seem inherent to Carl Nielsen’s 
approach; and, in addition to the historical background of the 
work, my analysis will be divided into two criteria: one, his 
treatment and characterization of different instruments, and the 
organization those instruments into groups; and two, the 
organization of his material, in respect to his self-proclaimed 
abstracts of Tonality, Clarity, and Strength. 

Especially because these principles were first mentioned 
quite early in his career – 1907 – it is important to examine this 
work in particular for three reasons: first, in order to 
demonstrate that these principles remained important for the 
composer, even into his final orchestral work (the Clarinet 
Concerto); second, to display how similar this piece is in 
approach to numerous of his symphonies, especially given that 
many critics did not like this concerto at the time;7 and third, to 
provide a basic framework through which to understand the 
compositional style of Carl Nielsen in a work clearly deserving 
of greater attention.
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Background

The origins of the Carl Nielsen’s Clarinet Concerto are 
important for several reasons: for one, his choice of 
instrumentation. The concerto calls for an unusual, small force 
consisting of solo clarinet in A, two bassoons, two horns, snare-
drum, and strings. To Nielsen, the clarinet is a unique 
instrument with which to begin. In numerous of his previous 
works – including; the Sixth Symphony; his Wind Quintet; and 
a work in which all instruments “speak its own language”,8 
Serenata in vano – the clarinet has been an emblem of 
experimentation and flexibility. As the composer describes, the 
clarinet itself is “wider in compass than most,” being capable of 
both the gentlest expression and the most violent.9 This then 
sets the stage for other decisions regarding compositional 
organization, including instrumentation.

The inspiration behind the piece is actually related to 
that of his Wind Quintet. As the Copenhagen Wind Quintet 
practiced, Nielsen was swept by their excellence, promising to 
compose for each member a concerto.10 Unfortunately, Nielsen 
died after only realizing two concerti: that for Flute and that for 
Clarinet. The original clarinettist for whom the piece was 
written, Aage Oxenvad, was well-known to Nielsen, given that 
they worked in the same organization, the Royal Orchestra. 
The composer therefore recognized the skill of the performer, 
hoping to create for him a piece able to display his “rare” 
prowess, specifically. In fact, the concerto was so difficult – 
specifically in regard to breath-control11 – Nielsen refused 
musicians of lesser ability access to the music so as to prevent it 
from being misinterpreted or misguided.12 
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In part, Nielsen’s hesitation to have the piece performed 
again also originates in the some-what negative reception of the 
work by critics, at least in the beginning. In Stockholm, it 
disliked by reviewers, originally describing it as cacophonous; 
the clarinet part in particular suffered such proclamations as 
“cackling” and “grunting,” or far “too progressive.” It was not 
until several years later that critics acclaimed it for its sharpness 
and logical form.13

In addition to a clear inspiration for the piece, Carl 
Nielsen had clear goals and intention in setting his pencil to 
paper. The composer apparently perceived the work as an 
experiment, one that he recognized might not be understood by 
the listener or critic alike.14 As an example, the instrumentation 
of the work is perhaps the most readily understood: Nielsen 
configured the work for such a small force to establish the 
greatest “clarity” and “stringency,” supporting a logical and 
clear intention. 

Nielsen describes the soloist and the orchestra as being 
equally-valid individuals, though he recognizes the difficulty in 
implementing this concept. At times, the individuals are 
discordant with one another, especially in moments of intense 
attention toward the snare-drum; while at other times, like the 
end of the piece, there are “social episodes” of concordant 
interaction between the different individuals.15

Instrumentation

Carl Nielsen’s Clarinet Concerto, Op. 57 begins with the lower 
strings firmly with a tonal center of F. The first two notes 
ascend a perfect fifth, from F to C, and are followed by the 
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fourth scale-degree of B-flat in the second bar; together, this 
clearly defines a tonal-center of F. The entrance of the principal 
bassoon doubling the octave below the viola section briefly and 
very subtly shifts the tonality to a tonal-center at C. While this 
may suggest independence of the instruments – in that the 
bassoon and viola section enter in a different tonal-center – it is 
a way of both delaying and portending the entrance of the 
clarinet in the following system, while also signifying that 
Nielsen intends on defining groups within the orchestra itself. 
This entrance suggests the “individuals” of the composition can 
assume the material of each other, while also redefining and 
developing it in different ways (here, by shifting the tonal 
center).

Nielsen seems to organize the instruments of his 
ensemble into three groups with different relationships. The 
horns and the bassoons, while still maintaining their individual 
voices, often work together and at times share material. More 
specifically, they predominantly play in one of three different 
ways: in octaves/unison, in a continuation of each other’s 
musical line, or as reinforcements to Nielsen’s other groups. In 
the beginning section, for instance, it is the latter: the bassoon 
enters as support to the viola (part of the second group) at b. 9, 
then they act as support for the violins at b. 17, then the horns 
combine in effort by supporting the violins while the bassoons 
support the lower strings at b. 27. They act in the first manner 
described (in octaves/unison) at b. 39, as well as from bb. 
547-567. This group acts in the second manner described in 
several sections as well, but most clearly from bb. 79-96.

The strings, while often breaking into levels within 
themselves – especially between the lower strings and the 
violins – appear to be another group. This group is most clearly 
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definably by its relationship to the clarinet, often times acting as 
mocking, or conversely, a concordant “individual.” For instance, 
the strings adopt a rhythmic motif from the clarinet at b. 32 
(below) that the group then uses as a basis for the following 
section. The violins break into a frenzy, taking the figure and 
diminishing the rhythmic value to thirty-second notes, which 
the clarinet in turn adopts (following the final measure of the 
figure below).

                Arguably, the most important group of the concerto, 
however, is that including the solo clarinet and the snare-drum. 
While the soloist’s importance is clear by the very nature of 
piece, the snare-drum acts as if it is a foil to the clarinet. The 
snare-drum instigates chaos as its role in the narrative of the 
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piece, and the clarinet – following the inclusion of its counter-
part – quickly follows into a reduction of both rhythmic and 
harmonic stability. Occasionally, the clarinet attempts to fight 
the disruption instigated by the snare-drum, literally piecing its 
material back together, as in the clarinet cadenza beginning at b. 
133. The clarinet tempers brutal rhythmic lashing extending 
wide spans of its range with periodic hints at both major 
themes; this internal conflict recalls to the dedicatee of the 
piece, Aage Oxenvad, known for being volatile.16

In the recapitulation of the first section (b. 143), the 
snare-drum – somewhat defeated by the indefatigability of the 
clarinet in the previous cadenza attempts to act concordantly by 
providing gentle rhythmic support. The section, however, ends 
with a violent scherzo-like coda with no clear, consistent tonal-
center that gradual descends into the second main section of the 
piece, at b. 219. Such moments, which are quite frequent 
throughout the piece, can help reorient us back to Nielsen’s 
principles of Tonality, Clarity, and Strength. These instances 
lack clear tonality, appear to the listener as confused and 
unclear, and serve as outburst, not fully-developed sections. The 
snare-drum, while not singular in this, seeks to undermine 
Nielsen’s value of ‘coherence;’ it produces morceaux of chaos 
and obscures the palpable flow of his musical narrative.

Analysis

In terms of the conceptual Tonality of the concerto, there 
appears to be debate over the importance of the different 
harmonic areas. While Robert Simpson’s frequently 
challenged17 concept of progressive tonality – in which the key 
areas of a work (usually a symphony) are “developed” alongside 
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with the musical narrative – can be applied to some works with 
some validity, the Clarinet Concerto seems to dramatize tonal 
centers only on the local level.

For instance, the Fourth Symphony has been widely 
investigated and cited as being a prime example which does 
utilize this approach of progressive tonality. Tom Pankhurst 
defends Simpson’s application in his analysis of the symphony, 
defining in great detail how the key of E major is central to the 
narrative of the work as a whole. The process employed by 
Nielsen to gradual “crystallize” an identifiable scale or tonality 
as centrally relevant out of chaos is one of Nielsen’s primary 
focuses in the Fourth Symphony. This is readily apparent from 
the beginning of the piece, giving no hint of tonality until at 
least b. 19.18 

In contrast, the Clarinet Concerto does not exhibit such 
a compositional ambiguity, tonally. As Daniel Grimley discusses 
in his analysis of the concerto, Simpson’s perceived combat 
between tonal centers F and E lacks the necessary evidence to 
be acceptable. While there are moments – such as at b. 27, 
which is a metrically-shifted reintroduction of the opening 
material but now in E – which hold structural importance, the 
concerto shifts tonal centers much too frequently to assume 
they bear any inherent, pre-supposed significance. As with b. 
27, the music quickly drifts into various harmonic areas before 
very briefly settling on D at b. 57.

Instead, Nielsen manipulates his principles of Clarity and 
Strength to a greater extent in this concerto. As defined earlier, I 
have chosen to relate the principle of Clarity to either rhythmic 
development and/or melodic (intervallic) development; 
contrarily, the principle of Strength is dependent on the duration 

75



of melodic or rhythmic stability, and thus their total importance 
to the structure of the piece. While these seem somewhat 
arbitrary, I believe the Clarinet Concerto offers valid evidence 
for both these assignments.

As Daniel Grimley provides excellent insight on the 
intervallic development throughout the work, I will instead 
focus on rhythmic development to determine the role of Clarity. 
The struggle between different rhythmic units is apparent 
following the introduction of the clarinet, specifically to recall 
Nielsen’s treatment of the parts as “individuals.” The clarinet 
begins with its individuality tied to the material of the rest of the 
ensemble, entering in in the same manner as the other 
instruments (below).

At b. 19, the clarinet begins to obscure the sixteenth-
note figuration being developed by the violins and bassoons, 
foreshadowing the incremental rhythmic diminution that 
persists prior to the first disruption of Clarity: the introduction 
of the snare-drum at b. 62.

The primary rhythmic figuration for the clarinet at its 
start, however, is introduced in b. 22 as a development of the 
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figuration in b. 19. This leads us to an “extemporaneous” 
episode of solo clarinet which not only leads to a shift in tonality 
to the disparate center of E, but also to syncopated break-down 
at b. 27. As rhythmic figurations are developed, they hide 
simplicity established by the introductory material and are in 
turn a manipulation of Nielsen’s Clarity.

From b. 39 to b. 57, a rhythmic debate takes place 
between the rhythmic figurations in the violin parts and 
between that of the clarinet; this with the ultimate goal of 
forming a cohesive music phrase, a sort of confirmation of 
coherence (Strength). The violins accelerate the figuration from 
the clarinet part in b. 32 into a frenzied thirty-second note 
figuration at b. 38; and, the clarinet attempts to combine its 
definitive rhythmic figuration – sixteenth-note triplets – with 
the frenzied figuration of the violins.

For instance, bb. 41—48 display this debate very clearly. 
The violins expand on their sixteenth-note figuration after the 
clarinet resumes the frenzied adaptation first introduced by the 
violins at bb. 41-42. Additionally, the octave leap in the lower 
strings is suggestive of both their octave leaps at the first 
sounding of the clarinet (Rehearsal Mark 1), and of the 
rhythmic character of the introductory music. This is a form of 
goal-oriented foreshadowing that implies the reappearance of 
the introductory material in a more complete/developed way 
(which does indeed occur at b. 57). This reappearance is 
important for several reasons: it is immediately preceded by the 
violins firmly assuming the clarinet’s rhythmic figuration, 
suggesting greater regularity, and therefore greater clarity; and, 
this short section displays the clarinet as successfully combining 
the aforementioned rhythmic figurations into one, cohesive 
melodic line (below). Moreover, this recalls the metrical-shift at 
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b. 27, but is now shifted onto the down-beats, with the strings 
divided between the violins and the lower strings.

Moments of Strength are, in many instances, the aim of 
Nielsen’s compositional craft; they are stable, triumphant, 
dramatic, and fundamental to the narratives he creates. His 
concept of Strength is quite similar to that of Clarity, in that they 
both establish a sense of musical stability; while the latter 
focuses more on elements within a phrase (intervals, rhythms, 
etc.), the former is more concerned with the duration of the 
phrase itself, and is also quite dependent on harmonic stability. 
For this reason, this principle can be difficult to identify. To 
provide greater context, it is easier to approach these episodes 
from the opposite direction – that is, moments in the concerto 
with the least stability, the least Strength. By investigating these 
moments, which can be designated as ‘chaotic 
episodes’ (normally between the clarinet and the snare-drum), 
we can determine the overall role that Strength as a means of 
stability plays in this composition.

The first descent into chaotic instability is the 
previously-mentioned entrance of the snare-drum at b. 62. 
Immediately before this, however, we have clear instance of 
Strength as a means of musical stability; the music has a clearly-
identifiable tonal-center at D, and the Nielsen creates a brief 
moment of clarity by phrase-regularity (as explained above). 
Both moments – bb. 58—68 – are quite short, and so their total 
structural importance is negligible. (58-62 opposite)

For pragmatic reasons, these chaotic episodes are often 
framed by sections of definable Strength; the aforementioned 
example is framed in such a manner, being both preceded and 
followed by stability. In fact, the following section – beginning 
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at b. 69 until around b. 102 – we have long period of relative 
harmonic and rhythmic stability (Strength); this is also of 
significant importance, as we have the introduction of 
secondary thematic material (b. 79, clarinet). Nielsen seems to 
nod to the impending instability when reintroducing the 
mischievous snare-drum at b. 96; however, more stability 
follows for the moment (b. 102). The clarinet cadenza 
beginning at b. 133 is an even longer section of chaotic fervor 
that Nielsen tempers with another long section of Strength 
immediately thereafter (b. 143).

One notable section occurs at b. 253. Nielsen’s 
exploration of chaotic instability is exacerbated into a fully-
developed section of paradoxical stability. The improvisatory 
outbursts of the soloist (as in b. 278) are molded from the 
rhythmic figurations of the introduction, and the composers 
crafts them to flow naturally in the section he has created (bb. 
253—291). While we have relative rhythmic regularity, regular 
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phrasing in the parts, and repeated clusters of harmonies, the 
section is unavoidable dizzying and hard to find stable footing 
within. Nielsen’s combination of different rhythms, exploitation 
of the clarinet’s wide range, and his constantly moving bass line 
therefore makes the listener feel firmly suspended in a moment 
of instability. 

Such a section is still important to view within the 
context of Strength-manipulation specifically because of their 
duration. Given that the composer spends a fair deal of time in 
this section, his response – i.e. the section that follows – matters 
a great deal in terms of his overall narrative. Nielsen once more 
follows this frenzied section with a dramatically more tranquil 
response, noticeably shorter, however (bb. 292—313).

Especially with the stability of both the introduction and 
the ending (both with tonal-center, F) in mind, Nielsen 
maintains a general obedience to his principles of Tonality, 
Clarity, and Strength in the Clarinet Concerto. While all are 
challenged throughout the piece for narrative effect, Nielsen is 
quite determined in his efforts to reaffirm them in numerous 
ways, no matter how far his music travels from them. More 
than twenty years separated his first mention of these musical 
values and the composition of this concerto, and yet they appear 
to stand firm even in one of his most progressive works.

. . . . .
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FEATURED ARTIST - EVAN WILLIAMS

-SnoStudios Photography

Evan, could you briefly introduce yourself?

I’m Evan Williams. I’m a composer, conductor, and college 
professor. I’m originally from the suburbs of Chicago, IL, but I 
moved to Memphis, TN in 2018 to work at Rhodes College, 
where I teach music composition, technology, and conduct the 
orchestra.  
 

How would you describe the music that you typically create?
 

The inspirations of my music come from all over the place. I’m 
influenced by music of the Baroque and Romantic periods, but 
also minimalism, atonality, and pop music.
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What is your creative process like?
 

It depends on the piece. Sometimes I can just jump into a piece, 
and write from the beginning to the end with ease. Sometimes a 
piece takes weeks or months of planning and “pre-Composition” 
work like form graphs, sketches, and research. 

Who would you most like to collaborate with?
 

I’m fortunate to get to work with a lot of great performers and 
ensembles. No specific person or group comes to mind, but I’d 
really love to work with a major opera company, either 
producing my work Jonestown or developing a new project.

Where did you study? 
 
I did my Bachelor’s in Music Theory and Composition at Lawrence 
University in Wisconsin. From there I did a Master’s in Music 
Composition at Bowling Green State University in Ohio. I got my 
Doctorate of Musical Arts in Composition at the College-Conservatory of 
Music at the University of Cincinnati. 

Do you have any post lockdown engagements? 
 
I’m looking forward to working with the Mid America Freedom 
Band and doing a residency at UW River Falls in the Spring. I 
had a residency in France cancelled this summer, and I look 
forward to doing it next year. 
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How do you feel the internet has impacted the music business? 
 
I had a teacher tell me that if I really wanted to “make it” in the 
music world, I would have to move to New York or London 
after finishing my doctorate. I think those days are over. The 
internet has made it possible for anyone around the world to 
listen and connect to a composer’s work.

What is your favourite piece/composer to perform?
 

I love conducting the music of Aaron Copland and Arvo Pärt. I 
also teach a lot of Pärt to my composition students. 

Which famous musicians/composers do you admire? 
 
Gustav Mahler is my favorite composer. I have a quote from his 
“Resurrection” Symphony tattooed on my arm, “Bereite dich zu 
leben.” 

What is the best advice you’ve been given?
 

When asking him about the tonal language of a piece I was 
writing, my teacher Michael Fiday told me that it was “alright 
to write a C major triad.” That really stuck with me, because 
previous teachers and fellow composers often pressured me to 
be more experimental in my writing (pressure that I certainly 
needed!), but along the way, I forgot that it’s also ok to just 
write diatonic music sometimes. 
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What would you change about the industry?
 
I think there’s a bit too much of “it’s not what you know, but 
who you know” in the industry. Building a strong community 
where lots of people know each other is great, but it sometimes 
mean people get left out. And sadly, it’s often non-Whites who 
get left out and have to fight for entry. When performers, 
ensembles, and programming organizations decide who to 
commission or collaborate with, they should work to find 
someone who might be outside there normal orbit, and who 
offers a unique perspective. 

What’s next for you?
 

I’ve been given a sabbatical from teaching in the Fall, so I’ll be 
working on arranging some previous solo keyboard and 
chamber works for orchestra and wind ensemble. I also have a 
couple of commission to complete. 

What advice do you have for young musicians? 
 
I actually often teach young musicians. I used to be on the 
faculty at the Walden School, a summer music program. I had 
very bright students, but often many of them would approach 
composition from a rigid ideology or aesthetic. My advice to 
young (and old!) musicians is to break any preconceived 
notions about music. Even better is to never develop them! 
Music is much more than what a band, orchestra, or choir 
director might put in front of you. Be open to the wild and 
experimental stuff!
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SOUND ADVICE
Benjamin Pinnow

With eighty plus cathedral and college choirs, several highly 
regarded professional chamber choirs, hundreds of parish 
choirs, thousands of amateur choruses and choral festivals 
galore, things may not be quite at the dizzying heights of pre-
WWI Europe, but the choral scene in the UK is still very much 
flourishing. While many of the UK’s professional chamber 
choirs have emerged from the equally impressive cathedral and 
college chapel choir tradition, the country’s large, professional 
standard choral societies, including those working alongside the 
various BBC orchestras, exist due to this rich history. 

The oldest choral society still operating is likely Halifax Choral, 
founded in 1817, while many of the highly regarded Welsh male 
voice choirs can trace their origins back a hundred years or 
more. The Birmingham Festival was responsible for the 
creation of works such as Dvorak’s Requiem, Mendelssohn’s 
Elijah and Elgar’s great choral trilogy which includes the Dream 
of Gerontius. Haydn was inspired to write his great oratorio The 
Creation upon witnessing the huge forces performing Handel’s 
music in Westminster Abbey. Even during the 18th Century 
when the UK had a sad reputation for having a lack of 
composers, Arthur Sullivan and Ethyl Smyth were 
incorporating a large amount of music for chorus, not forgetting 
the latter composer’s  wonderful Mass in D. 

Today there is a wealth of choral genres on offer for people to 
choose from, and being part of a choir has had a large 
resurgence of popularity in the past decade. Not only are there 
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traditional choral societies, male voice choirs and church choirs, 
but also gospel choirs, community choirs, work-based office 
choirs, choirs specialising in musical theatre, and even sign-
language choirs. 

A choir doesn’t need to just be about having a sing and then 
going home (or to the pub). A choir enriches the culture of the 
society in which it is based, whether that’s the smallest village or 
a city suburb; and more importantly, for many people, a choir 
functions as a support group and a family. There are now many 
choirs that have been purposely created in order to support 
people who may be part of a minority in society, be that a 
disability, a minority sexuality or other uncontrollable factor.
Two such organisations in Wales for which I have had varying 
levels of involvement are the South Wales Gay Men’s Chorus, 
(founded in 2008, which has in turn encouraged the creation of 
similar choirs in Cardiff for women, and also for trans people), 
and the Forget-me-not Chorus, which supports people living 
with dementia and their families. Through weekly singing 
sessions and sharing concerts, this incredibly important 
organisation runs 4 community choirs, 5 care home choirs and 
one in a hospital setting both in south and north Wales. Both of 
these companies not only provide a means of creating music, 
but also an outlet for personal creativity and social interaction 
in a safe environment.

As a choral conductor I have worked extensively with many 
community choirs and other non-auditioned amateur choirs, as 
well as mentoring many new and upcoming choral conductors, 
many of whom are likely to be engaging in their first 
professional experiences. 
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While one shouldn’t change too much in their approach, I 
thought it might be useful to set out 8 things worth considering 
before working with non-auditioned choirs based on my own 
experiences. 

1. Being mindful of too much musical jargon

While a lot of amateur choirs can essentially be classed as adult 
education classes, it is important to use appropriate and 
approachable language, avoiding ‘industry’ terminology one 
might use perhaps in a rehearsal with fellow trained musicians. 
Generally speaking choristers keen to learn, and some may 
already be familiar with musical turns of phrase, but reining in 
on the jargon, at least to begin with, will help in not 
immediately alienating everyone. I remember the first time I 
worked with a community choir and being chastised by the 
chairperson in the break for using the word crotchet *gasp!* 
People generally feel uncomfortable if they feel as though 
someone is making them feel stupid, though a smattering of 
musical vocabulary backed up with an explanation is definitely 
important. 

2. Choosing the correct repertoire

Programming concerts is something that we all love to do. 
However, with an amateur choir there will be a few more 
factors to consider than normal. To put it simply, a choir used to 
performing short bits of light classical music or arrangements of 
pop songs won’t take kindly to suddenly having to perform an 
evening of Bach cantatas (as lovely as that might seem to you). 
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While the usual factors still need to be adhered to: size of choir, 
the locale, the audience, the venue cost etc. the following will 
also need attention:

• The general level of musical experience and speed of 
learning new material (which can be difficult to gauge 
immediately)  

• What the function the choir has  

• What the general age-range is  

• Musical tastes 

• The amount of rehearsal time before a performance, and 
whether it is possible to devise an effective enough learning 
strategy should also be considered. 

3. Being prepared to offer extra support 

With my community choirs I provide custom made learning 
material to encourage choristers to practice between rehearsals, 
usually via CD and Dropbox, as many won’t have access to a 
piano or keyboard, and even if they do may not know how to 
play one, let alone read music, so this can provide a huge help. 
While there may be the potential to hold extra music theory 
workshops with some groups, expecting people to quickly be 
able to sight-sing music is not a realistic expectation. A simple 
guide track using software such as Garageband or similar with 
a particular voice part highlighted can be invaluable. If you are 
able to record yourself or a colleague singing the parts too then 
this can be a bonus, as many choristers can struggle with 
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understanding how to fit the syllables into their line. In recent 
weeks with the pandemic offering a bit more spare time, I have 
also learned how to create pre-recorded rehearsal videos, where 
I can summarise what I may have done during the actual 
rehearsal (not that there have been any since March…) 

4. Keep rehearsals fun, informative but purposeful

Be prepared to answer every conceivable question, no matter 
how mundane it may seem to you. Also remain calm when some 
questions get asked multiple times. Warm-ups ought to reflect a 
particular aspect of the music to be rehearsed, be that a simple 
case of practising extended passages of air-flow or a particularly 
tricky rhythm. Try no to beleaguer a particular phrase that they 
aren’t quite getting right immediately. Move on to another 
phrase or another piece and try to only spend a maximum of 
twenty minutes on a particular piece or movement. Some things 
can’t be perfect straight away and need to be given time to settle 
in—so it is important to know when to stop. Keep instructions 
and gestures clear, and aim for a well-paced rehearsal.

5. Keep calm!

A shouty conductor, or one that creates an atmosphere of 
unease or downright terror, is counterproductive. While a stern 
reminder of the timescale might be fine (particularly a week 
before the concert when they’re still making the mistake you’ve 
been pointing out since day one), making a group of people feel 
uncomfortable and tense isn’t going to get anywhere. On a 
practical level, it is more likely to increase tension particularly 
with people living with self esteem issues or those already 
nervous about singing in the first place. Choirs are less likely to 
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progress as quickly, and some people may even not return to 
rehearsals. It’s also worth bearing in mind that in non-
auditioned choirs the age range may be quite extreme and so 
there will be people that are hard of hearing. If a question is 
asked that you have just addressed, it’s probably because that 
person might have not heard you. It’s much better to allow 
people to feel they can always ask rather than have them chat 
amongst themselves; even if they sometimes might ask said 
question on your upbeat! However, see number 4 to actually 
avoid many of these rage-inducing problems.

6. Try not to “help” too much

I try to keep my conducting gestures as simple as with any 
choir. For example, it’s tempting to add more pointing, 
elaborate arm waving, or to gesticulate particularly tricky 
rhythms with a community choir. Helping too much in this way 
will lead to a heavier sound and take away the choir’s own 
innate creativity and expression. Similarly, while a little bit of 
“word-mouthing” is fine, (especially at the start of phrases), the 
conductor who consistently does this will not only dehydrate 
more rapidly, but will be creating a distraction for the choir akin 
to watching a film with one’s vernacular subtitles on at the same 
time. (Not to mention that one will struggle a fair bit during 
more contrapuntal passages as, surprisingly, most conductors 
only have one mouth).

7. Focus on expression and character over accuracy

While we all like to try and present our music as accurately to 
the composers wishes as possible, one should know each choir’s 
limitations and keep things realistic, (although hopefully a well 
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chosen repertoire will have helped here). It’s easy to recreate an 
incredibly accurate but bland and soulless reproduction of a 
score and just chant words that have lost meaning or are in an 
unfamiliar language. It’s the character and expressive elements 
that humans bring to it, so having a pre-prepared set of imagery 
for each song or passage can help fire the choir’s imagination. 
Couple that with little reminders of what you did in the warm 
up and then all of that lovely correct vocal technique which 
imbues music with richness and upper resonance can often 
happen automatically. 

8. Don’t forget the reason people are there

There will be many reasons why people join a choir, and it 
won’t just be because their partner has dragged them along. 
Mostly people come to enjoy themselves, and in the majority of 
non-auditioned choirs, are paying to do so. This can of course 
feel like extra pressure to the conductor, but taking a rehearsal 
is very much like any other performance. A meticulously 
planned rehearsal can tick along just as nicely as one that is 
completely improvised. If one has time, it might be worthwhile 
joining a choir, too, not only to remember what it’s like to be in 
a choir, but also to remember why we love singing too. By 
bringing the same sort of energy and enthusiasm that one might 
bring to any other performance the choir will be keen to keep 
returning week after week. Without our amateur music making, 
this country would be a culturally poorer place indeed.
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A MINIATURE ARTICLE ON MINIATURE PIECES
Patrick Ellis


A miniature by definition is something that is small, and in the 
context of a musical work, is something that is shorter in 
duration. Preludes, interludes, and postludes are often 
considered as miniatures because of this, however, they are 
more often than not forming part of a larger or longer piece. 

Although I have not dedicated my practice to composing 
miniatures, I have written several over the past few years. In 
this article, I will write about some of them, the process, and the 
stories behind them. To tie it in with the miniature theme, I will 
write them in a succinct manner (or at least I will try to!). 

Nanoture (2016)

Performed by Olivia Jageurs

Watch: https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=223954164620249

Nanoture was composed in the midst of a busy time during the 
third year of my undergraduate degree. I was starting and 
finishing quite a lot of pieces, and had been taking part in final 
year students’ degree projects. 

Written as part of Olivia Jageurs 15 second harp project, which 
was an open call encouraging composers to write miniatures 
that last the length of an Instagram video. 

I don’t remember how I came across the project – it must have 
been on my Facebook newsfeed. However, immediately after 
finding out about the project, I gave myself a short deadline to 
write and send a piece to her. 

From the onset of writing, I made a conscious decision to avoid 
material characteristics that are commonly associated with the 
harp – i.e. using the whole range of the instrument, arpeggios, 
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etc. Instead, I focused on the lower register of the instrument 
and wrote a short sequence that descended and then ascended.  

The 15 second harp project is still going strong to this day, 
having around 500 pieces filmed and posted to the internet. 

PJ (2016)

Performed by Morgan Hayes and Anthony Gray

Watch: https://youtu.be/mtooQ52Skb4?t=169 

Written for Morgan Hayes and Anthony Gray for a concert in 
the 2016 CoMA Summer School. I had been approached by 
Andrew Toovey to write a piece for two pianists on one piano in 
the spring of that year.

Using the Yamaha keyboard in my bedroom, I wrote several 
chords that I then broke up and adapted it into material that 
would suit four hand piano. Having previously composed 
several piano pieces that focused on sustained material and 
using the sustain pedal, I knew that from the onset, I wanted 
the material to be staccato, or, as I had put in the tempo 
marking, ‘Spiky’.

Structurally, I used found material which I translated into three 
sections of material, lasting 28, 12 and 15 bars. This 
corresponded with the birthdate of my half-nephew (28th 
December 2015), to whom the piece is dedicated. 

Breath, Patterns, Bends (2018)

Performed by Kathryn Williams 

Listen: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5cZJV4S2GH8

During the Christmas break after my first term studying at the 
Conservatory in The Hague, I came across an online call from 

95

https://youtu.be/mtooQ52Skb4?t=169
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5cZJV4S2GH8


the flautist Kathryn Williams for one breath pieces for her 
instrument, named the Coming Up for Air Project. 

Unlike the other pieces listed in this article, the piece took some 
time to develop and compose, largely due to the fact that I had 
several other deadlines during the writing process. I do 
remember though, that very early on during the writing, I had 
the main idea of the piece which was to have a phrase that 
ended with a short pitch bend, and then was repeated several 
times, developing after each statement. 

The final version of the piece was completed in March, and has 
since been performed several times around the world by 
Kathryn. In November 2019, Williams released her album, 
Coming Up for Air, featuring Breath, Patterns, Bends and 39 other 
single breath pieces.

Modification, Deviation (2019)

Performed by Fenella Humphreys 

Watch: https://twitter.com/fhvln/status/1167777619355549696

At the time of writing this piece, I had recently completed my 
Masters degree, left the Netherlands to be back in the UK, and 
had moved house twice in the space of two months. Although at 
the time I was feeling burnt out from all of the stress and 
intensity over the past academic year, I was wanting to still 
write music, but to rediscover what it was like to compose 
music without the pressures of academia and more importantly 
to have fun again. 

Coincidentally I saw a tweet from violinist Fenella Humphreys, 
who was looking for composers to take the material of 
Paganini’s 24th Caprice and transform it into their own. 
Jumping at the chance, I started by retrograding the original 
pitches of the Caprice (i.e. the modification process), then I 
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went through the retrograded material and tweaked it, using my 
‘own subjective artistry’ as Edwin Roxburgh would say, adding 
a short tremolo, fermatas and glissandi. 

Despite writing the majority of the piece in such a short space 
of time, primarily as a creative exercise and an attempt to 
reignite my love for writing music, Fenella has performed the 
piece twice, once in London last November, and more recently 
as part of a live stream concert. 
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