
I am not saying that the only way to heaven is  

through music, and my sort of music. I am saying that 

the music in evensong is in itself a way of hearing the 

ineffable, glimpsing the world of the spirit, paving the 

way to faith, albeit within a deeply encultured process: 

depending on your predisposition and upbringing,  

you will either be quickened or left unmoved. 

	 If there is a self-sufficiency of music within worship, 

from it flows the necessity of excellence. Again, I may 

be on dangerous ground, for many prefer to count the 

intention. The trouble with good intention is that it  

is said to pave the road to hell. Good intention is rather 

like Stravinsky’s sincerity, ‘the sine qua non 

guaranteeing nothing’. We have to return to music’s 

needs, to the importance of its being beautiful: 

beautifully written and beautifully performed. This 

should not be an embarrassment to the musician,  

who might otherwise have to take refuge in the story  

of the precious ointment – which has never been a 

satisfactory justification for the effort and expense 

involved in church music. What the musician is  

doing is enabling us to join in the song of creation,  

an activity requiring no further justification.  

St Francis understood this. 

	 Choral evensong allots us a part in the divine 

chorus, makes us co-creators, awakens our sense of  

the immanent. How does the Book of Common Prayer 

shape this? Not in an intrinsic sense, but very deeply  

in a cultural and historical one, not easily disregarded: 

our ear for beauty, resonance, and our connection with 

the past are all crucial parts of the experience. Here  

we have to argue for the value of tradition, which at  

its weakest means respecting the past, and at its 

strongest, making it still our own. The language of  

the Book of Common Prayer is of course fine for those 

who can read it, and not so fine for those who can’t. 

Shakespeare poses the same problem, but is less often 

condemned for it. Self-evidently, over four centuries  

of music for the Anglican liturgy have depended upon 

the texts of the Book of Common Prayer. But to suggest 

that the BCP is all-defining is perhaps going too far, 

since it would propose that choral evensong limit itself 

to a musical rendition of one particular set of texts. 

When Latin and other languages may appear as introit, 

canticles and anthem, a wholly 1549–1662 view won’t 

do, any more than the use of the Authorized Version  

for the lessons defines the essence of choral evensong. 

The core value of choral evensong goes further than  

the Book of Common Prayer.

	 So there should be no guilt attached to our  

enjoyment of evensong. No guilt attached to wanting  

the performance of evensong to be excellent, and to 

coming away from it deeply stirred. Active or passive, 

inclined to Nicholas Ludford, Edgar Bainton, John 

Rutter, or all three, delighted by observing or 

transformed by faith – whatever our state, our access  

to choral evensong is an extraordinary feature of the 

modern church, clearly telling us that there is more  

to life than the word: there is also the Music of the 

Word. This is perhaps why choral evensong won’t  

just lie down and die. 

Professor Edward Higginbottom 
directs the Choir of New  
College, Oxford.

Searching  
for a star

Full details of how to enter can be  
found on the RSCM and BBC websites. 
You must be over eleven and under 
seventeen, and sing regularly in a choir  
or group singing in any church. You need 
to record a hymn and one other religious 
piece and send it (CD or cassette will do) 
to the BBC (and not the RSCM!) by 31 
July 2009.

Alice Halstead and Harry Bradford,  
the 2008 competition winners,  
pictured with Charles Hazlewood
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The search for the BBC Radio 2 
Young Choristers of the Year  
2009 is under way, culminating  
in the final in October. Although  
the standard is high, the organizers 
are keen to encourage young 
singers from all church and  
school chapel choirs to apply. 
Stuart Robinson has been finding 
out more. 

‘We packed St Paul’s Cathedral for 

last year’s final,’ says Philip Billson, 

the series producer of ‘Chorister’  

as he calls it. ‘Clearly there’s 

considerable interest in singing, 

and wonderful evidence of the 

strength of solo and choral singing 

too.’ After applications close in July, 

he and a small team of adjudicators 

will sit down to listen to a mountain 

of recordings from which will 

emerge eight finalists – four boys 

and four girls. There are always  

two winners, a boy and a girl. 

	 ‘Just to reach the final was 

amazing,’ says fourteen-year-old 

Alice Halstead, the current girl 

winner. ‘The experience of singing 

solo in that massive cathedral in 

front of so many people was 

awesome.’ For Alice and twelve-year-

old Harry Bradford, the current boy 

winner, the competition has meant 

a busy round of performances on 

key BBC programmes including 

Songs of Praise, Daily Service and 

Sunday Worship, as well as 

interviews. During the year, the 

winners also receive (as agreed with 

parents) singing lessons and vocal 

coaching. ‘They make considerable 

progress,’ says Philip Billson.  

‘The judges recognize potential – 

whether someone can deliver in 

front of a camera or a microphone.’

	 Next year, the competition will 

be 25 years old and during that  

time a number of past winners have 

expanded their musical careers. 

Two years ago, finalist Andrew  

Swait and winner William Dutton 

were taken on by Universal for their 

Choirboys group. Laura Wright was 

a founder member of All Angels, 

whose album was nominated for the 

2008 Classical Brit Awards. Go back 

further in time, and the 2005 boy 

winner, Sam Adams Bye, was part  

of the Sony/Simon Cowell group 

Angelis. 

	 Last year, the RSCM Director 

Lindsay Gray was a member of the 

adjudicator panel for the semi-final. 

This year he’ll be chairing the  

panel for the final in St Paul’s 

Cathedral on 23 October. ‘What  

is really fascinating is that a strong 

performer from a small village  

choir can genuinely challenge  

an experienced cathedral chorister. 

Last year there were some  

beautiful performances of simple 

contemporary pieces on one hand 

and an astonishingly impressive, 

virtuoso performance of a Handel 

aria with full cadenzas at the other 

end of the spectrum!’ 

	 Both producer and adjudicator 

are keen for young singers to have  

a go. ‘Never ever think you’re not 

good enough,’ says Billson. ‘One year 

we might get a winner from a parish 

church choir, and a cathedral choir 

the next: the field is wide open!’  

And Lindsay Gray also has personal 

experience of the competition. ‘I  

can genuinely say that my daughter 

gained an enormous amount from 

her experience of competing in the 

final on two occasions as well as 

having a great deal of fun!’

> The final will be broadcast on  

BBC Radio 2 in early November.
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