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            PRAISE FOR THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Colin Mawby was an extraordinary presence in my life from an early age. When I was a chorister at Westminster Cathedral under the inspired direction of George Malcolm there was Colin, a gifted protegé, playing the organ and gradually transmogrifying into directing the choir himself. He encouraged my composition and put on an early effort, a Mass for Men’s Voices, but then conducted my first recording, Meditations for Strings, based on the Gregorian Plainchant we both so loved.

      How wonderful to have his words of wisdom, his invaluable advice on choral training, all assembled here in this impressive volume.

      
        
        Michael Berkeley

      

      

      

      Colin Mawby, a revered figure in the world of choral music, served as Master of Music at Westminster Cathedral in the 1960s and 70s, where his influence left a lasting legacy on both the choir and liturgical music in general. His remarkable work and passion for the art form are reflected throughout these pages, which cover an extensive range of topics relevant to choral directors everywhere. Mawby’s profound understanding of sacred music, combined with his humour and humility, endeared him to many in the music community.

      In January 2012, I had the privilege of recording several interviews with Colin in my office at Westminster Cathedral. These sessions were filled with laughter, with Colin joking that much of what he shared was “unprintable”! Yet his candid insights revealed the rich, multi-layered approach that characterised his work—an approach that this collection seeks to honour and pass on to a new generation of choral directors.

      For those passionate about choral music and its future, this volume offers both inspiration and a thorough exploration of the discipline, viewed through the eyes of one of its most esteemed masters.

      
        
        Martin Baker, Master of Music, Westminster Cathedral 2000-2020

      

      

      

      For those of us privileged to have had any sort of contact with Colin Mawby during his years living and working in the Republic of Ireland (from 1976 until his death in 2019), his absolute integrity and invincible musicianship are cherished memories. It is true that he found it difficult to suffer fools - and he had to endure more than a few during his time - but his unending quest for quality of thought, word and deed meant he contributed in no small way to the raising of standards during a critical period of music in Ireland. 

      Although his compositions will probably be the most enduring part of his legacy, Choir Training with Colin Mawby - the wit, wisdom, and experience of a great musician is a most welcome and valuable reminder of the huge variety of written contributions he made, particularly during the existence of the much-appreciated Music-for-Church-Choirs.com website.

      
        
        Dr Geoffrey Spratt, Chairman of the Association of Irish Choirs 1984-2006
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      Colin Mawby spent all his life working with choirs, singers, and conductors. A prolific composer of hugely popular church music, he was always ready to help church choir-leaders - of every denomination and musical style. From Gregorian Chant to Gospel music, from hymns and unison songs to polyphonic masterpieces, Colin felt that all had a place in Christian worship, and he was passionate in his work to preserve these great traditions, of every church and belief.

      He enjoyed a career of great variety, from conducting Westminster Cathedral Choir as a young boy, serving in the military, to working with choirs as diverse as

      
        	Professional radio and Cathedral choirs

        	Children’s choirs

        	Large amateur choral societies

        	Small semi-professional chamber groups, and

        	Remote country parish choirs.

      

      Colin was a productive composer who loved writing to commission for special occasions, from weddings to centenary celebrations. His music - in performance and composition - was always tempered by a fervent Christian belief. His conviction that music is prayer gave him the strength to believe in his mission and carry on, sometimes in the most difficult circumstances.

      He was passionate about helping developing talent and - as a much-loved but demanding teacher - has been instrumental in forwarding the careers of a number of well-known choral composers,  performers, organists, and conductors.

      His strong integrity meant that he was never afraid to stick his neck out for what he believed - sometimes with disastrous results for his own career! He had more than his fair share of battling the establishment to protect his choirs from continual threats of disbandment. We have a lot to thank him for!

      For thirteen years, Colin wrote every month for Vivace! the newsletter from Music for Church Choirs.com which ran from 2004 to 2017. He built up a large following all round the world, and from everywhere that people made choral music, secular or sacred. It would be a great loss if these witty and useful, pointed, pungent, articles were to disappear. Hence this book!

      This large anthology is to perpetuate Colin’s memory and his music and to bring his wit and wisdom to a new generation of choir-leaders. While there are fashions in music and in liturgy, one thing never changes: a choir is made up of individuals, and melding them all together into a harmonious whole is the task of the dedicated Choir Director! Colin's insight into managing children and their parents to make a successful children's choir are revelations.

      Not to mention maintaining strong relationships with the church ministers and officials ...

      We start with some extensive articles on various aspects of directing a choir, then move into the newsletters.

      It’s the perfect bedside book for all involved in church music.

      Beverley Courtney

      Editor at Music for Church Choirs.com

      

      We welcomed visitors from :

      Australia, Singapore, Germany, Slovenia, United States, Italy, Argentina, Belgium, Ghana, Sweden, the Philippines, Japan, France, Chile, Mexico, Nigeria, Norway, Netherlands, Trinidad and Tobago, United Kingdom, Switzerland, Malaysia, South Africa, Hungary, Fiji, Lithuania, Germany, Indonesia, Poland, India, Brazil, Canada, and many more …

      This was our home page:

      The Church Choir Music Resource

      If you conduct a Church Choir, sing in one, employ, support or simply enjoy listening to one, you’ll find plenty to interest you here at Music-for-Church-Choirs.com.

      We want you to get the best out of your Church Choir, whether it’s an SATB choir, a men’s choir, a professional quartet, women’s voices or children’s choir - a cappella or with an organ.

      Have you ever felt isolated in your work, and longed to have somewhere you can turn for guidance, information, or just plain sympathy? We’re going to help you with the problems you have, the ones you’re going to have, and even the ones you don’t know you have!

      Your Choir’s Performance

      We’ll show you how to add the touches that make your performance sparkle, with features on Gregorian Chant, Palestrina and other polyphonic masters, Gospel music, Negro spirituals, Hymns, and Christmas Carols.

      No matter what denomination your church choir is, you have a rich choral tradition ... but your choir still needs to reach the high notes! Church Choir problems are ecumenical in their universality.

      Regular choir training from one of the world’s foremost choir-trainers, Colin Mawby, will help you get to grips with all sorts of challenges - from voice training to sight-reading, choir practice structure to shaping a concert programme - even answers to the age-old question “How do I find tenors?”!

      Colin Mawby brings unique insights and ideas to the search for better music-making. Through his vast experience he gives encouragement for all who strive for excellence with their choirs.

      Normally you would have to travel to one of Colin’s special Church Choir Training workshops to get the benefit of his expertise, but now you can have your questions personally answered in our regular Newsletter Vivace!

      Music for Special Occasions

      We take you step-by-step through choosing wedding music, funeral music, indeed music for any special occasion where a Church Choir would sing.

      A Choral Adventure

      This is the site Church Choir Directors and their singers have been waiting for! Join us as we explore the rich and diverse traditions that make up Music-for-Church-Choirs.com.
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      Colin Mawby was involved with music all his life. Born in 1936, he spent his formative years living and breathing church music at Westminster Cathedral Choir School in London. His talents were recognised by the Master of Music, George Malcolm, and from the age of 12 he assisted him with his huge load of fifteen choral services a week by playing the organ and sometimes taking the services.

      The men of the choir recalled this spectacled young lad standing on the pedals to peer over the top of the organ and say “Gentlemen, please woll your r’s” (he was well known for his w's!)

      Colin spent three years at the Royal College of Music studying with Gordon Jacob. During this time he also learnt a lot studying outside the College with Adrian Boult and working with Malcolm Sargent.

      He was called to National Service, and used his army postings to sample the local church and cathedral organs, notably Portsmouth Cathedral where he was Choirmaster.

      After this he became the Assistant, then the Master of Music at Westminster Cathedral. In his years there he brought the Cathedral Choir to new prominence, with many appearances on the BBC as well as commercial recordings. The Choir was renowned for its clear - instantly recognisable - sound, and thrilling performance.

      Wishing to broaden his repertoire, after founding the New Westminster Chorus, with large-scale performances at the Royal Albert Hall, Colin Mawby moved to Ireland to be Choral Director at Radio Telefis Eireann (RTE). He was later appointed Artistic Director of Ireland's National Chamber Choir, and became their Artistic Director Emeritus. He founded Cór na nÓg, the Irish Children’s Choir, and the RTÉ Philharmonic Choir.

      He valued working with more humble churches, for example, St. Swithun’s Portsmouth, St. Anne's Vauxhall, Sacred Heart Church in Wimbledon, and St.John’s Parish Church in County Meath where he founded a vibrant Children's Choir for which he wrote extensively.

      He worked with many other music groups, notably the London Mozart Players, the Wren Orchestra, Pro Cantione Antiqua, the Belgian Radio Choir, the Horniman Singers, and the BBC Singers, and performed before the Queen of England at St.Paul's Cathedral, President John F. Kennedy at Westminster Cathedral, and no less than two Popes at St.Peter's Basilica in Rome.

      He taught composition, at Trinity College and privately - always keen to help the next generation of church musicians forward their careers through excellence.

      In 2006, Pope Benedict XVI awarded Colin the Knighthood of the Order of St. Gregory, "in gratitude for past and continuing services to church music”.

      Colin Mawby wrote extensively for choirs, often providing music for special occasions or at short notice. His Haec dies, for example, was written and rehearsed on a train journey across Europe, prior to its prizewinning performance in Italy! The Alleluia he wrote for a special service of Cardinal Heenan’s to help resolve the troubles in Ireland, and attended by all the top politicians involved in the process, was similarly written on a train! No time would be wasted when he could be writing. He wrote twenty-four masses, five song cycles, a very large number of settings for choir, two children's operas and a children's Christmas cantata.

      A good few of these pieces started life as commissions, from Westminster Cathedral in London, Liverpool Cathedral, RTE Ireland, The Royal School of Church Music in England, The Cathedral of the Madeleine in Salt Lake City USA, and Grace Church New York, among others. His famous Alleluia which is sung all over the world was commissioned by the European Federation of Pueri Cantores.

      Colin wrote a piece for the Requiem of Cardinal Basil Hume of Westminster, and a Fanfare for the opening of the Helix Concert Hall at Dublin City University. And he won Top Honors in the 2002 Waging Peace Through Singing competition in Oregon, USA for his Prayer of Forgiveness.

      Colin Mawby also worked with the written and spoken word - on BBC Radio 3, for Hans Keller and Basil Lam, and the UK-based newspapers and journals The Guardian, The Times, The Tablet, and The Listener. For thirteen years he wrote a regular newsletter for Vivace! from which much of this book is drawn.

      An entire chapter of the important British Organ Music of the Twentieth Century: The Composers, Their Music, and Musical Style by Peter Hardwick is devoted to Colin's organ music.

      His music is published by Butz-Verlag, (the most comprehensive collection of his published liturgical music), Kevin Mayhew, Oregon Catholic Press, Carus-Verlag, the Gregorian Institute of America, EurArte, the Royal School of Church Music, Edizioni Carrara, Faber Music, Chappell, Edition Music-Contact, and Edition Ferrimontana. CDs of his music have been released by Warner Classics, EMI, Teldec, Hyperion, Oregon Catholic Press, Black Box, Butz-Verlag, and Kevin Mayhew. See Resources for details.

      Colin Mawby's Ave Maria was recorded by The Celtic Tenors on their CD So Strong; his Ave verum can be found on the Teldec CD Ave Maria alongside Placido Domingo, Sarah Brightman, Herbert von Karajan, Jose Carreras and Leonard Bernstein; and Psalm 23 has become enormously popular since it was chosen by Charlotte Church for her bestselling CD Voice of an Angel.

      To hear some of Colin Mawby's music, you'll find his Modern Medieval Carol and other Christmas Carols at Oregon Catholic Press, and Alleluia, Christus resurrexit at www.Musicanet.org where it was chosen as Musica International's Favourite Piece of the Month for November 2002. And you’ll find plenty on Youtube and Amazon.

      At Dr J Butz Musikverlag you can see the first page of every Mawby piece that they publish, downloadable in PDF format. The site is in English, German and French.

      Colin was married to Beverley Courtney, writer and artist, and they have two sons, Benedict and Clement.

      In later life Colin divided his time between London and Dublin, and travelled to many cities all round the world where he was invited to teach and to perform with great choirs, including the Sistine Choir.

      Colin died in Dublin on November 24, 2019, aged 83.

      What they are saying

      Here are some testimonials from people who have enjoyed performing Colin Mawby's music. Some of these performances were as a result of a music commission.

      "What a joy it was to perform your jewel-of-a-piece Ave verum corpus. The two thousand members of the American Guild of Organists who attended the Liturgy were very vocal in the praise of your beautiful piece." James Savage, St.James Cathedral, Seattle. July 2001
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        * * *

      

      "Thank you so much for sending me the complimentary copy of the The Choral Music of Colin Mawby (pub.Mayhew). I have managed to work through the whole volume and I am both moved and inspired. The pieces are impeccably crafted and each has a special magic in relation to the particular text. You are an extraordinarily gifted man and I only wish your talents were more well-known and exploited to the benefit of others here in Ireland." Dr. Geoffrey Spratt, Cork School of Music, Ireland. February 2000
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        * * *

      

      "Especially it has been a great honour to have Colin with us. I have to thank him for the beautiful piece he wrote which has been very much appreciated by the audience." Nosetti Massimo, one of the great Italian Organ Virtuosi. October 2003
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        * * *

      

      "I was also very glad to receive copies of your more recent works, by courtesy of Kevin Mayhew. What beautiful music you have given us all in Requiem of Hope and Three Great Festivals, both of which, at first glance, are splendid." Gerre Hancock, Organist and Master of Choristers, Saint Thomas Church Fifth Avenue, New York. July 2002
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        * * *

      

      "I would love for you to write another work for us. I really feel that it is one of the great legacies of our centenary celebrations, that we have been able to commission and premier such a beautiful and meaningful work as your Nunc dimittis." Blanaid Murphy, Director of the Palestrina Choir, Dublin. November 2003
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        * * *

      

      "I am very happy to have become acquainted with your work in recent times, and, as you note, the performance of your Ave verum corpus in Seattle stunned us all with its beauty. Shortly thereafter, I reviewed your Modern Medieval Carol for "The Choral Journal" ... My own church choir will be performing this piece at Christmas of this year. I have a good number of your works in my possession. All of us who seek to present great modern music both in concert and in worship are grateful for the gifts of composers such as you. Your Ave verum corpus is really amazing in its impact. While Concora is a professional concert choir, I work also with a wonderful church choir (Congregational) of some forty voices (seven paid, the rest volunteer) who presented this piece last June in worship. It overwhelmed them, and our congregation, with its beauty. You should know that you are reaching many minds and hearts." Richard Coffey, Artistic Director, Concora - Connecticut Choral Artists. July 2001
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        * * *

      

      "Thank you very much for your wonderful music. It is always a great pleasure for us to perform your compositions. And so it was at the recording of your Alleluia! Christus resurrexit in our recent production: Lux Aeterna - Heavenliness in the Music of the 20th Century. We would like to send you a copy of this CD with the best wishes of our conductor Volker Hempfling and the whole choir. May you enjoy listening to it." Iveta and Dr. Michael Schelhaas, Koelner Kantorei, Germany. June 2002
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        * * *

      

      "Splendid, splendid, splendid!!! It really went very well indeed, and the Rector found it 'tremendously moving, powerful, and well-crafted.' He asked that we do it again for Christ the King Sunday (Nov.22), which is our Stewardship Sunday also, and the Sunday before American Thanksgiving! The Presiding Bishop was most enthusiastic as both music and text reflected his sermon on Christian Unity and the Brotherhood of Man. He asked for a copy of the score, which I gave him. He also mentioned the music in his remarks at the dinner - where several other distinguished visitors (R.C., Episcopal, Lutheran, Bishops etc.) also commented." Bruce McInnes, Choirmaster, Grace Church in New York. October 1998
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        * * *

      

      "I write enclosing a copy of the complete Ulster Youth Choir broadcast from BBC Radio Ulster which includes their performance of your piece Alleluia! Christus Resurrexit. They thoroughly enjoyed performing it as the audiences have enjoyed listening to it." Majella Hollywood, Manager, Ulster Youth Choir, Northern Ireland. October 2003
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        * * *

      

      "Just to let you know, we are doing your Rorate caeli on Advent IV here. I know the choir will like it, but I hope it will tickle our congregation's fancy too. I also hope to do Adoro te sometime. I very much like the way you add Irish flavourings to the chant context, not just effective but a really lovely devotional gloss." Patrick Russill, Director of Music, The London Oratory, and Head of Choral Direction and Church Music at the Royal Academy of Music, London. November 2001
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        * * *

      

      "Thank you for sending your beautiful Alleluia. We have ordered it for next fall. Last Sunday we sang your Ave verum ... It is such an affecting creation. Please continue to send me things." James Savage, St.James Cathedral, Seattle. October 2002
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        * * *

      

      "I am delighted that you enjoyed the occasion of the Choir School Centenary Mass, and the first performance of Laudate Dominum. It was wonderful for us to be able to sing your motet, which was so appropriate for the celebration. The choristers enjoyed learning it (mostly on tour in America!) and I thought it hit just the right note for the occasion. Thank you for writing such a great piece. We will certainly use it again, as a motet for joyful occasions." Martin Baker, The Master of Music, Westminster Cathedral, London. December 2001
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        * * *

      

      "Just a note to say thank you very much again for composing Locus iste and how much we all enjoyed performing it. I shall use it again as soon as a suitable occasion arises. I understand you may also write a Mass for us which I think would be a great idea!" Paul Gilham, St. Etheldreda's, Ely Place, London. July 2002
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        * * *

      

      "Thank you for your kindness and thoughtfulness in sending to me a copy of Marian Anthems. I congratulate you on such a splendid achievement. I very much look forward to studying this collection of works with the thought that we might someday be able to perform one or more of them here at Saint Thomas Church Fifth Avenue." Gerre Hancock, Organist and Master of Choristers, Saint Thomas Church Fifth Avenue, New York. November 2002
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        * * *

      

      "Thank you very much for composing such an effective and beautiful setting of the gospel acclamation verse for the Cardinal's funeral last week. Many people have commented on it, and I was delighted with it. I hope that you enjoyed our performance of it and that it came over as you would have wished. Once again, my thanks for your wonderful music. I was delighted that we were able to include a specially composed piece by you in this service; it seemed totally fitting to do so." James O'Donnell, MA, FRCO, The Master of Music, Westminster Cathedral, London. July 1999
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        * * *

      

      "I wanted to write to thank you so much for that marvellous Alleluia and verse (for Cardinal Basil Hume's Requiem). It was all that I wanted - and more. It was good to see so many strands of the Cardinal's life being brought together at that Mass. I am very grateful." Revd Mgr George Stack, Administrator, Westminster Cathedral, London. July 1999
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        * * *

      

      "Thank you for the permission to use Sleep Holy Child on our CD. We really enjoy this song and have used it in many of our Christmas concerts. We hope that you can approve of our interpretation of Sleep Holy Child, and that you enjoy the rest of our CD as well." Eva M. Stewart, Leader, Sola Fide Choir, Norway. July 2002
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        * * *

      

      "We introduced the piece to the choir this past Saturday and they were overwhelmed! Every person to a one raved about how beautiful and moving the setting was. One of our members commented at length about the musical portrayal of the text and how fitting it all was. The family was understandably tearful and extremely pleased with both the anthem and the reaction. Bravo." John Hutchinson, Director of Music and Arts, First United Methodist Church, Louisiana. August 2002
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        * * *

      

      "What a pleasure it is to be working on such a fine piece as It is Well with My Soul. The family, the choir and myself are all thrilled with the beautiful piece you have created in our honor and in memory of the child they lost. I sincerely hope that we will have the opportunity to work with you again in the future. Your compositions are exemplary and are greatly admired by us." John Hutchinson, Director of Music and Arts, First United Methodist Church, Louisiana. September 2002
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        * * *

      

      "I attended a performance of the Westminster Cathedral Choir on 28 October 2001 at the Cathedral of the Madeleine in Salt Lake City, Utah. I am still overwhelmed by the GLORY that my son and I heard that evening. In particular, I was moved to open tears by Colin Mawby's Ave verum corpus which I had never before heard. It takes its place beside the sublime (and divine) Mozart setting. I know the Colin Mawby setting has been recorded by the Choir, but I am unable to find it printed or published. I would like to see that wonderful and sacred score. Can you tell me (where I can get it)?" Dr. Stuart R. Wise, Utah. March 2002
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        * * *

      

      "I am the Artistic Director of the Phoenix Chamber Choir in Canada. In 1996 I was fortunate enough to travel to Australia as a chorister for the World Choral Symposium. On one of the free Sundays, I went to Mass and heard an absolutely exquisite piece of music for choir and organ which quite literally transported me. Needless to say, it was your beautiful Ave verum corpus. It took me years to finally track down your name and the piece and eventually I was able to include it in my choir's repertoire - only last year. We took it on our Germany/Luxemburg tour last August and released it on CD just this past December. It was an honour to be able to perform your work abroad ... and in such marvelous acoustics. Your harmonic language spoke very directly to us as an ensemble and lent itself very well to our choir's particular sound and weight. In fact, your Ave verum corpus encapsulated so much of our musical experiences that it was chosen to open the CD, along with the bells of Trier Cathedral." Romona Luengen, Artistic Director, Phoenix Chamber Choir, Canada. March 2003
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        * * *

      

      "Many thanks indeed for sending me your setting of Death is a Formidable Foe. It is a wonderful idea to have chosen that text to set and I should be delighted if I can find an opportunity to perform it before I leave. The motet looks fascinating and interesting with wonderful setting of the words and I shall do my very best to have it sung here. If this is the case, I shall certainly let you know well in advance." James O'Donnell, MA, FRCO, The Master of Music, Westminster Cathedral, London. September 1999
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        * * *

      

      "Colin Mawby composed Justus ut Palma for our wedding in 1980. He was happy to use the pun on our name (Palmer). The piece was tailored to fit our plans for the music, the needs of the church and the strengths of the musicians we invited. We had been lucky enough to hear Colin's commissions at other weddings including a delightful, approachable O sacrum convivium and know that Colin appreciates and values music-makers of all standards and will bring out their best. Many of our friends are musicians and they were impressed by the musical and technical qualities displayed by the work; our non-musician friends and relatives found it an attractive, impressive and memorable piece. We still refer to it as one of the high spots of a very special day and hope to perform it at our silver wedding." Jonathan and Frances Palmer, London. November 2003
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        * * *

      

      "Rehearsal of the Magnificat and Nunc dimittis today with Peter at the mighty organ of St. Thomas Church Fifth Avenue was nothing short of awesome!!! The up-tempo ideas hath given the piece a new fire, the men continue to be very excited about it, and we can't wait to perform it at St.Patrick's and at St. James's. My only hope is that you will be pleased." Bruce McInnes, The Mastersingers, New York. June 2003
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      TAKING A CHOIR PRACTICE - MADE EASY!

      The first time I took a choir practice I was just sixteen years old. I walked into a room full of staring eyes and I was terrified!

      Some people were talking, some came in late, and they were all probably wondering who this young whippersnapper was, and what could he teach them with all their church choir experience?

      As I tried to look as if I knew what I was doing, thoughts were racing through my mind: “How do I get started? How do I get through this? … How do I get out of here alive?” Further thoughts crowded in on me as I tried hard to look a little bit older: "Will the Choir do what I ask? Will they laugh at me?” or - even worse - “What if they make fun of me?"

      I needn’t have worried. What started out as a frightening experience turned out to be most enjoyable - in fact, it totally shaped my life.

      Have you ever found yourself in this situation? Or perhaps you want to start a choir and you’re just not sure how to structure a choir practice? To start with, think positively! The singers are there in the rehearsal room because they chose to be there, and it’s just possible they’re more worried than you are.

      They want to be inspired, to have a good sing, to be excited - moved even - but most of all they want you to succeed because … if you don’t, then none of those other things can happen.

      They will become your friends, and will eventually give you a loyalty that will enrich your life. I still have choir friends made over fifty years ago: friends who will do anything for me - friends whose friendship is of immense value. This is what you can look forward to, but first things first: how do you start the choir practice?

      Choir practice has to be fun!

      If you want to keep the choir’s attention, get them to turn off their cellphones right at the start. And wherever possible, make them laugh! They’re volunteers, and they’ve come out to choir practice when they could have stayed home and watched television. You have to make it enjoyable, but whatever you do - don’t make them giggle!

      As a boy I sang at an important funeral. Somehow giggles erupted and the choir nearly came to a stop. In those days, punishment was rough and ready, and some of us had trouble sitting down afterwards!

      Things were more relaxed when one of the guests at a wedding got the giggles. It quickly spread through the church like an epidemic so that soon everyone was giggling - including the wedding couple and the priest! The wedding vows were taken to the sound of giggles and guffaws. It was impossible not to join in and I only just managed to stumble through the Wedding March!

      Practice makes perfect

      After putting the singers at their ease with a bit of laughter, try some warming-up exercises. They needn’t be all vocal exercises. You can use some simple breathing work and a bit of movement to music. Singing is a highly physical occupation, so a lively dynamic warm-up is helpful.

      Tongue twisters sung quickly are always good fun at choir practice. Here are some of my favourites: "Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers" and "Red lolly, yellow lolly" (try it fast!) Invent some yourself and get the choir to come up with some new ones.

      Choirs are full of eccentrics, many looking for a kind of music therapy. Spend time getting to know the individual quirks of choir members. Who won’t sit next to who at choir practice, for instance, where the personality clashes are, and who won’t share their music. Some are obsessed with choir dress and some with discipline. That’s all part of the fun - enjoy it and humour them!

      Time to start the music

      Practice something cheerful at the outset - definitely not something miserable ... you can keep that for later on.

      Taking a choir practice is like driving a car: avoid hazards, change gear correctly, give way at the right time, indicate clearly, and don’t crash! Study the map and know where you’re going. This one is particularly important, because the choir must never be allowed to suspect that you don’t know what you’re doing. Don’t let them doubt your infallibility - given half a chance they will!

      When you prepare a piece, work out where the difficult bits are. Leave these until you have the choir’s complete attention. It’s often useful to say, "Let’s just get this bit right tonight." Always give the singers a well-defined goal, and make sure they leave with a feeling of achievement ... but remember that by the next choir practice most of them will have forgotten what you’ve taught them.

      In the end the singers should leave the choir practice happy and exhilarated. You should leave the choir practice happy, exhilarated … and exhausted. So go to the coffee bar or the pub with them, make friends, relax, laugh and joke.

      Next time the choir practice won’t be nearly so frightening.

      CHOIR DEVELOPMENT SKILLS

      Your first Choir! Now you have the chance to make your mark in the choral world. Like so many others, your ambition is to become the successful and admired Director of a great choir. So what will give you the edge? What skills do you need to make sure you succeed in developing your group of singers to its full potential?

      One of the first areas you’ll have to investigate is voice production - how to acquire a comprehensive knowledge of singing technique. Take the same path a singer takes - go to a good singing teacher and take singing lessons. But don’t go to a quack! You need someone who knows what they're doing. Many singing problems call for technical solutions - how to stop people straining and forcing, how to stop them squawking, how to improve breath control. To master these difficulties you will need expert advice: a good singing teacher is essential.

      Before you start your new choir, join a good one and learn from its conductor. Watch, listen - and sing, of course! - and work out how the conductor's getting the results. Don’t imitate slavishly because we all have our own methods, but do pay attention because this is a great chance for you to concentrate and learn.

      Confidence and inspiration

      Your choir will expect you to exude confidence and inspiration. This will depend greatly upon your own reservoir of confidence and inspiration, and this comes from an inner serenity and security.

      How do you develop this? Through a profound knowledge of choir rehearsal technique, assurance with people and a total lack of paranoia. That guy laughing in the back row is not laughing at you, nor is the lady in the front row, deep in conversation, talking about you! You'll need complete ease with the music you're rehearsing. The more genuine your confidence, the easier your job will be.

      Your singers need and will welcome inspiration. If they sense that you are hardworking and committed you are well on your way. The power to inspire is a skill you can develop. Show the choir that music and texts move you, impress them with your love of singing and ensure that they feel the depth of your understanding.

      When you stand in front of a choir you open your innermost feelings. Choirs respond to this - they love sincerity, warmth, respect and concern.

      Repertoire

      The choir will assume you have an extensive knowledge of repertoire. It’s not difficult to get this but it will call for hard work. Watch what other choirs are performing, study publishers' catalogues, and the programmes of choral concerts, Consult libraries and talk to other choir directors.

      Always be on the lookout for attractive contemporary music and arrangements. And if you want to perform a difficult piece, ask yourself: "Will the final result be worth all the effort?" If you hesitate in finding the answer, then don’t do the piece - it will make a rod for your back, and undermine your choir's confidence in you.

      Building choir respect

      Don’t lose your temper with the choir! Rehearsals need to be good-humoured, and an extensive stock of musical jokes is essential. Prepare your spontaneous witticisms - you must ensure that you don’t offend people with ill-judged remarks. You'll want to earn the respect of all your choristers. Know when to stop labouring a point - never bore your singers!

      Always give your choir clear goals. If they know where you're going - and that you're determined to get there - they'll be happy to come with you. They need to know what you intend to achieve in a rehearsal - singers cry out for a well-structured, disciplined approach and this needs thought and drive.

      Enthusiasm!

      Here is an example of a choirmaster who moulded his group of singers into a loyal, committed, and enthusiastic group. This choirmaster works in an historic and beautiful church in Holland.

      A few years ago his Bishop announced the closure of the church due to a clergy shortage. My friend and his singers got together. They decided to approach the Town Council and Bishop and they made an offer for the building. It was accepted and they bought the church! Every Sunday there is one Mass at which the choir sing and for the rest of the week the church has become a concert hall.

      That's a great and unusual story with a happy ending. But it illustrates well the bonds that are formed when you inspire and enthuse your musicians.

      Hopefully you won't be expected to go to these lengths! Your church choir will expect your support, your technical expertise, and your enthusiasm. But most of all they'll expect you to run a happy ship.

      CHOIR WARM-UP

      The secret to an effective Choir warm-up is to keep it fresh and not let it become routine. For the warm-up is not only to get the singers' voices cranked up, but also to switch on the musical side of their brains!

      You want to create a concentrated atmosphere conducive to work and at the same time you'll put your choir into good form for a long and hard practice.

      Put yourself in the ordinary choir member's shoes - a hard day's work often full of frustration, the boss in a bad mood, a difficult journey to rehearsal ... all these circumstances will militate against a good practice. You'll have to replace these bad vibes with good humour and positive attitudes - and this is the real purpose of the choir warm-up.

      So how should you set about it? Be sure to give a warm welcome to your singers - they need to know that you're pleased to see them! A cheerful greeting that brings forth a smile will work wonders in helping them to change over from Work mode to Choir mode.

      Now you can break your warm-up into three parts:

      
        	Touch

        	Breath Control, Scales, and Vocal Exercises

        	Aural Training.

      

      Keep the warm-up to about 10 minutes or less.

      Touch

      A tactile approach to the warm-up will help weld your choir into a team without any damaging inhibitions. During rehearsal there is always the possibility that a singer will make a fool of him or herself, and the embarrassment caused can prevent them from singing properly.

      The aim of the tactile approach is to give your singers the confidence not to crumple when they're under pressure. Touch can eliminate the shyness or stage fright that can sometimes cause serious problems.

      Ask your choir to hold hands while singing a warm-up exercise or a scale. Ask them to move in time to a short piece that you play on the piano - a waltz or a pop-song - while holding hands. If you have a masseur in the choir you can encourage gentle neck massage. This will help your singers achieve relaxation - the first step towards creating the correct physical tension necessary for rehearsal or performance.

      The similarity between athletics and singing is striking - both involve the entire person and both demand people who are totally at ease with both their minds and bodies.

      Breath control

      Breath control is as essential for the singer as it is for the athlete. A good singing teacher will help you understand breathing technique. There's a subtle difference between solo and choral breathing, and you'll need to assimilate this.

      Ask your teacher to help you devise warm-up exercises that will benefit your singers. Vocal support is essential and exercises to develop the diaphragm are invaluable.

      Design exercises which will enable your singers to sustain long phrases without running out of breath. I've occasionally brought in a good and lively singing teacher to work with my choir on breath control. This is always helpful - not least because choirs tend to take the expert and revered singing teacher more seriously than their own conductor!

      Scales

      When practicing scales start with downward ones. Vary their speed and seek a unanimity of vowel sound - this is essential for good choral singing. When you sing upward scales always take the choir a third higher than they will go in service or concert. This will give their high notes security in performance.

      Sing chromatic scales and see if your singers can perform them without going flat. It’s not easy - judging an accurate semi-tone is difficult. Sing a full-tone scale and, for fun, a diatonic scale on a rolled r sound. Try it - it’s possible!

      Vocal exercises

      Here are two warm-up exercises I have found useful.

      1. Tonic, Mediant, Dominant, Sub-mediant, Dominant, mediant and Tonic on one vowel sound and take the choir high a step at a time. This gives your singers a great sense of the "choral arch".

      2. Tonic (minim or half-note) Tonic an octave higher (minim or half-note) and then down the scale making each note a crotchet or a quarter note. Again, go high with this, a step at a time.

      Devise your own warm-up exercises in conjunction with your teacher, but do remember that each singer will have their own range. Don’t ask altos and basses to sing in the soprano and tenor range and vice versa.

      Lastly, you can use quick tongue-twisters. They can be sung to scales - a whole tongue-twister per note. These are always fun and usually break down in hearty laughter! "Red lolly, yellow lolly, Red lolly, yellow lolly" and "Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers" work well. Of course you can compose your own, but I find the choir enjoy finding new tongue-twisters for their warm-ups themselves.

      Aural training in the warm-up

      The purpose of this part of your warm-up is to encourage your singers to listen intelligently. Remind them that each must be able to hear the person next to them. They should never forget that they are part of a whole and that the whole is more important than the individual. Ask your choir to identify major and minor chords; pick out individual notes from chords and sing in parts the chord that will resolve the dominant seventh that you play (you will need to give them examples of this).

      It’s fun to play a single note and ask your choir, on your down beat, to add all the notes that will turn your original into one great big chord, so, if you play C you will hope to hear your choir sing E, G, C in many different registers! Devise your own warm-up exercises to cope with particular problems.

      Make your aural training fun and you can, of course, always introduce an element of competition. For example, ask the men to identify major or minor chords and then the women - find out who’s best at it!

      A well warmed-up choir is a prelude to a good practice. You will need to be continually inventive, discovering new exercises and stratagems, always on the lookout for original ideas and always seeking a humorous and light-hearted approach to this most important section of a choir practice. The Choir warm-up is great fun - enjoy it!

      THE PSYCHOLOGY OF CHOIR PRACTICE

      Discussing choir practice at a recent university seminar in the USA, I was asked by a perceptive student if a "nit-picking" approach to rehearsal was correct. He suggested that a choirmaster should continually look for and correct the smallest of problems and mistakes and he implied that he took great pleasure in spotting and diagnosing countless choral errors.

      This set me thinking about the attitude which a choirmaster should adopt and the best way to get the quickest and finest results out of your choir practice. I recognised in the student’s question the attitude to choir practice I had at his age, and I can assure you that it creates more problems than it solves!

      It's a heady feeling - being able to hear what others can't - and it's easy for a young person to lose the plot and consider himself above his singers. Without a choir you aren't a choirmaster, so a shift in perception may be required to keep in mind that you are part of a team. The aeroplane mechanic may not be as elevated as the pilot, but the pilot would do well not to annoy him!

      If choir practice consists of nothing but mistake-spotting, choristers quickly become bored and resentful. You will lose choir members and the approach will not improve standards - quite the reverse. There is, of course, a place for nit-picking, but you have to choose it carefully.

      Not only is the choirmaster's attitude in choir practice vitally important, but you also need a clear understanding of what choir practice is for.

      The purpose of rehearsal is to give your choir complete security and accuracy in performance, and to enable it to sing with commitment and sincerity. Anything which militates against this should be abandoned and anything which undermines the mutual respect between choirmaster and choir should be eliminated.

      Never treat your choir practice as a performance, it's exactly what it says it is - a practice.

      So what’s the best approach?

      What attitude should you take? How should you behave with your choir?

      Aim for a laid back and humorous approach. Set out to enjoy the choir practice! You need to feel completely at ease with your choir. And if you do, they will feel completely at ease with you. Obviously mistakes have to be corrected, but this can be done in a non-judgmental way. Whatever you do, don’t find fault, only encourage and suggest roads to improvement.

      If you were not a choir director but a singer, giving up your free time to sit on a hard bench for choir practice week after week - even if you were paid to do so - ready to make mistakes in front of others, and prepared to put in a lot of work to support your choir and director, would you respond better to the first statements here, or the ones below?

      "That’s the fifth time you’ve made that stupid mistake" ——>

      "You’re nearly there. Next time you’ll probably have it."

      "You're singing that note a semi-tone flat" ——>

      "Let's see if we can get that note higher by brightening the vowel sound - it's slightly under at present!"

      "You keep on coming in wrong" ——>

      "Watch me carefully and you will get your entry right"

      "You sound terrible" ——>

      "Your singing is already beautiful, let's see if we can find ways of making it even finer”

      If your choir sees that you are on the same side as them - working with them to help them to achieve more than they possibly could without you - they will give you their loyalty, effort and devotion.

      A two-way street

      The more you can draw your choristers into the process of interpretation the better. You need to challenge their intelligence and involve their brains. The combined intelligence of 100 singers is often better than the wit of one choirmaster.

      Rather than impose your own views, seek to assimilate their ideas into the music you're singing. Avoid developing your own "cult of personality". It destroys real and spontaneous music-making. Your choir will respond to humility ... it will not respond to arrogance. Acknowledge your own mistakes!

      Once your church choir understands that choir practice with you will be exciting, positive, dynamic, and lively, you will have established the right spirit for productive work.

      So, what about "nit-picking"? Yes, there is a place for it in a choir practice. If you’re preparing for a recording you'll need to be mighty particular about ensemble, consonant-placing and all the other things that microphones take great pleasure in reproducing! But even here, make positive suggestions rather than negative comments. Not "Can’t you ever get that t together?" but "Put the t on the bar line".

      These are, of course, counsels of perfection, and after 50 years of rehearsing choirs I still often fail to live up to them. The most important - and, at the time, surprising! - discovery I’ve made is that the more pleasant you are in choir practice, the better your results will be. Don’t become a raging, fault-finding monster.

      Keep your directions precise without talking too much, know your music, and always display humour. Let the choir feel that you love them and, most of all, set out to enjoy the music you make with your singers. You have gifts to share with them - always be extremely generous.

      A POLYPHONIC TOP TWENTY

      Polyphonic masterpieces - Music-for-Church-Choirs.com's quick reference list for you.

      ** Palestrina: Reproaches

      ***** Gabrieli: Jubilate Deo (General and Joyful)

      ***** Victoria: Tenebrae Responsories (Holy Week)

      ***** Byrd: Mass for Five Voices

      ***** Victoria: Missa Trahe me, post te

      ***** Palestrina: Dextera Domini (Feasts associated with the Cross)

      ***** Allegri: Miserere (Holy Week)

      ***** Tallis: Lamentations (Holy Week)

      ***** Lassus: Peccavit David (Lent)

      ***** Anerio: Missa Pro defunctis (Masses for the dead)

      Moderately Easy **      Moderately Difficult ***    Very Difficult *****

      The Masses in the list are all suitable for festal occasions, with the exception of Anerio’s Missa pro defunctis.
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      SO YOU WANT TO START A CHILDREN’S CHOIR?

      Starting a children's choir and guiding it to success is one of the most exciting challenges that a choirmaster can face.

      Many musicians "learnt their trade" in a children's choir - often a boys' choir - and developed a deep love of choral music there, especially church music. Such youth choirs are the natural nursery of church choir music. If you have one in your church you are guaranteed a steady flow of well-trained, committed singers in your senior choir as time goes by, and the chance to turn your church into a thriving and lively local music resource.

      The argument rages on about girls' and boys' voices, and the colour they lend to a children's choir. Having worked with both, I can say that the vibrance and tone of young voices can be harnessed to develop an individual choral sound, regardless of the gender of the singers.

      Your children's choir is going to need a home, and it's best to begin one in conjunction with another organisation - a church is ideal. It's very hard to start a junior choir in isolation, but most clergy will be delighted to have a children's choir associated with their parish. So get the whole-hearted approval of your Minister and follow the advice he gives. Check that you won't be stepping on the toes of the church organist or any other parish leader.

      Your Minister is the ideal person to help you find recruits. He or she will know everyone in the parish and a straight appeal from the pulpit will be invaluable, particularly if he has the respect of the parishioners. You can also start a children's choir in conjunction with the local school, but you'll have to be a music teacher or very well known to the Principal. It would, however, be very worthwhile seeking the advice of a head-teacher - he may have other ideas as to your best way forward.

      For a base you'll need a rehearsal room and keyboard. If you're attached to a church this shouldn't be difficult - indeed there are advantages to rehearsing in the church itself. Imagine how hard it could be to rent space yourself - yet another reason for aligning yourself with a church or school for your venture.

      There's one other thing that may stand in your way - you don't feel you have sufficient keyboard skills. Look for someone who can accompany for you. Before you start your choir, ensure that you have police clearance - the Minister or Principal will know how to go about this. You must take care to protect yourself as well as the children who will be in your care. Be very careful about who you allow in to assist you.

      For love or money?

      What do you hope to get out of all the hard work you'll be putting in to building your children's choir? If you want a salary you'll be better off in a Cathedral or parish job where a children's choir already exists. If you're starting a choir you will not make money out of it in the beginning - I'm afraid the contrary will probably be true! If your choir becomes very successful you'll earn wedding and other fees.

      Concert promoters, broadcasters and opera houses are always looking for good child choristers but this will be a long way down the road. You might also be able to to make some successful CDs. And If your motives are entirely altruistic ... you'll find them well repaid with genuine love and appreciation. The children will grow to be adults who will remember and value all your efforts.

      Now down to business

      You can opt for a boys' choir or a girls' choir, but for a mixed group aim for about 20 boys and girls - ideally ten of each. When you're auditioning find out if any of the applicants can offer something to the children's choir apart from their voice. Is there a keyboard player who could do the occasional accompaniment? Some recorder players or dancers? These will all add variety - essential for keeping young people's interest!

      Your choir won't function without the complete support of the parents. You can agree rehearsal times with them, and they'll let you know what's practical. Set out the outline of a simple performance schedule from the start. Even though your children's choir is a church choir, be sure to include the occasional secular performance - and it’s a great idea to put on a regular - short! - recital for the parents and families.

      How much input do you think the parents should have? I would caution against a parents' committee unless you have a very clear idea of what you want it to achieve. Don’t encourage the parents to have too much of a say - this can cause problems as their priorities are different from yours, but do be completely open to their suggestions.

      Consider carefully if there should be a subscription for your children's choir. In a church context this may not be acceptable - but someone will have to buy music and there will almost certainly be other expenses. Deep down, people tend to put more value on something they pay for.

      At some stage you'll need the parents' help over the thorny question of choir dress, and the Minister will have ideas too. There can be more arguments over the colour of cassock, or length of skirt, than over the entire repertoire and training schedule put together! So be forewarned, and give this some thought before it becomes pressing.

      Two points about children's choir rehearsals: ensure that there is always another adult present - preferably a parent - and never allow yourself to be alone with an individual chorister. Make sure parents know that they are welcome to sit in on rehearsals as long as they stay quiet at the back. You'll find that very few will actually take up this offer after the first week or two, but your openness will be appreciated.

      Set out some behaviour guidelines for your group of youngsters. Build in a supervised period during break when they can let off steam and hurtle about in safety. Always insist upon courtesy and have a clear understanding with the parents about absences and lateness. Parents should always be expected to explain un-agreed non-attendances. Lateness should not be tolerated without an acceptable excuse. If you have a mixed children's choir decide on a firm leaving age for the girls. Boys obviously leave when their voices change.

      At last, the music for your children’s choir!

      Now that you've established your children's choir with the enthusiastic support of parents and Minister, you may decide what music it should sing and how the choristers should be trained to sing it. Singing lessons from a good teacher are invaluable, and it's worthwhile persuading parents to send their children to a vocal teacher of whom you approve.

      Start off with some fairly simple pieces. If you choose music which is too difficult it can be disheartening, but you do need pieces which will challenge your choir. It’s essential to include some contemporary music - choose items which speak to your children's choir in their own language. By all means give your choir traditional music but this must be leavened by the more popular. How about putting on a staged musical? This has tremendous social as well as musical benefits. You'll get plenty of ideas for repertoire from our List of graded pieces for Children's Choir.

      Your choristers should always leave choir practice in a happy frame of mind and with a sense of achievement, so your rehearsals must be inspirational - you must fill your singers with enthusiasm and excitement.

      In our country town we ran a small children's choir for two years. Four years later the children’s drama group, Spotlight, with classes for song and dance, who put on performances of Grease, Annie, Bugsy Malone and so on, were giving a performance. Out of the hundred or so children, there were about eight principal players - seven of whom had been in our little children's choir! This indicates both the outgoing nature of many of the children attracted to a choir, and the kind of self-confidence all children can gain from such an education.

      You can read about choir discipline and choice of music for children here but in the meantime enjoy what you've started! You're giving your young people something that they will treasure for the rest of their lives. It's wonderful to have the chance to pass on an appreciation of great performance and powerful music.

      REHEARSING A CHILDREN’S CHOIR

      Keeping order in a children's choir practice is a skill ... and as a skill it's something that can be learned. If you have that rare gift of natural authority, then you're the lucky one! Most of the rest of us need to work at it and devise our own methods of keeping discipline within the choir.

      Your aim is to create an environment of respect within which your children's choir can learn its music in
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