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DAME FELICITY LOTT
Felicity Lott was born and educated
in Cheltenham, read French at Royal
Holloway College, of which she is
now an Honorary Fellow, and singing
at the Royal Academy of Music, of
which she is a Fellow and a Visiting
Professor. Her operatic repertoire
ranges from Handel to Stravinsky,
but above all she has built up her
formidable international reputation
as an interpreter of the great roles
of Mozart and Strauss. At the Royal
Opera House she has sung Anne
Trulove, Blanche, Ellen Orford, Eva,
Countess Almaviva and - under
Mackerras, Tate, Davis and Haitink the Marschallin. At the Glyndebourne
Festival her roles have included
Anne Trulove, Pamina, Donna Elvira,
Oktavian, Christine (Intermezzo),
Countess Madeleine (Capriccio) and
the title role in Arabella. Her roles
at the Bavarian State Opera, Munich
include Christine, Countess Almaviva,
Countess Madeleine and the
Marschallin. For the Vienna State
Opera her roles include the
Marschallin under Kleiber which she
has sung both in Vienna and Japan.

In Paris, at the Opera Bastille, Opera Comique, Chatelet and Palais Garnier she has
sung Cleopatra, Fiordiligi, Countess Madeleine, the Marschallin and the title roles in
La Belle Helene and La Grande Duchesse de Gerolstein. At the Metropolitan Opera,
New York, she sang the Marschallin under Carlos Kleiber and Countess Almaviva
under James Levine. She recently sang Poulenc’s heroine in staged performances of
La Voix Humaine at the Teatro de La Zarzuela, Madrid, the Maison de la Culture de
Grenoble and the Opera National de Lyon.
She has sung with the Vienna Philharmonic and Chicago Symphony Orchestras under
Solti, the Munich Philharmonic under Mehta, the London Philharmonic under
Haitink, Welser-Möst and Masur, the Concertgebouw under Masur, the Suisse
Romande and Tonhalle orchestras under Armin Jordan, the Boston Symphony under
Previn, the New York Philharmonic under Previn and Masur, the B.B.C. Symphony
Orchestra with Sir Andrew Davis in London, Sydney and New York, and the Cleveland
Orchestra under Welser-Möst in Cleveland and at Carnegie Hall. In Berlin she has
sung with the Berlin Philharmonic under Solti and Rattle and the Deutsche
Staatskapelle under Philippe Jordan.
A founder member of The Songmakers’ Almanac, Felicity has appeared on the major
recital platforms of the world, including the Salzburg, Prague, Bergen, Aldeburgh,
Edinburgh and Munich Festivals, the Musikverein and Konzerthaus in Vienna and the
Salle Gaveau, Musée d’Orsay, Opera Comique, Chatelet and Theatre des Champs
Élysées in Paris. She has a particularly close association with the Wigmore Hall and
received the Wigmore Hall Medal in February 2010 for her significant contribution to
the hall.
Her many awards include honorary doctorates at the Universities of Oxford,
Loughborough, Leicester, London and Sussex and the Royal Academy of Music and
Drama in Glasgow. She was made a CBE in the 1990 New Year Honours and in 1996
was created a Dame Commander of the British Empire. In February 2003 she was
awarded the title of Bayerische Kammersängerin. She has also been awarded the
titles Officier de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres and Chevalier de l’Ordre National de la
Légion d’Honneur by the French Government.

Gabriel Woolf

Joyful Company of Singers

Gabriel Woolf is one of Britain’s
most distinguished readers and
actors who has presented
literary programmes across the
English-speaking world,
including major tours of the
USA. As a regular boadcaster he
has written plays and
documentaries and has chosen,
edited, and read over forty
major novels for radio.

One of Europe’s most prominent chamber choirs, the Joyful Company of Singers is
renowned for its virtuosity and intensity of spirit, as well as for an astoundingly wide
repertoire, ranging from the 16th Century to the present day. An important element of
the choir’s raison d’être is its commitment to contemporary and new music, including
a high proportion of first performances, and supported by several highly-successful
Educational Projects. Many composers have written music for JCS, including David
Bedford, Michael Berkeley, Judith Bingham, Jonathan Harvey, Alun Hoddinott,
Roxanna Panufnik, Kaija Saariaho and Malcolm Williamson.

Since winning the Gold Medal at
the Royal Academy of Dramatic
Art he has starred many times
on stage, in film and on
television. He has performed in
hundreds of literary programmes
including ‘self portraits’ of
George Eliot, Dickens, Tennyson,
Rupert Brooke, Auden,
Betjeman, Henry James, Kipling
and Keats.
As a narrator, Gabriel has
appeared with many major
orchestras and solo musicians.

Formed in 1988, by conductor Peter Broadbent, the choir first came to prominence
when it won the Sainsbury’s Choir of the Year competition in 1990. Since then it has
maintained its profile in the music world, winning an impressive list of national and
international competitions leading to many invitations. JCS regularly appears at all
the UK’s major music festivals, including Bath, Aldeburgh, Cheltenham, City of
London, Chelsea, Presteigne, Spitalfields, Three Choirs, Huddersfield Contemporary
Music and the BBC Proms. Equally prominent in Europe, JCS has performed at festivals
in France, Germany, Denmark, Hungary, Italy, Poland and Russia, broadcasting in many
countries as well as on BBC and Classic FM. The choir and Peter Broadbent were
honoured to receive the “Guidoneum Award” from the Fondazione Guido d’Arezzo in
recognition of its achievements and promotion of choral music. In the USA, JCS has
given concerts at Stanford University, in Los Angeles and San Diego, and appeared at
the National Convention of the American Choral Directors’ Association, in Texas.
Performances with orchestras include many with the City of London Sinfonia with the
late Richard Hickox, CBE, and with Mark Elder, the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra (Sir
Andrew Davies), the Southern Sinfonia, the Britten Sinfonia (Alec Roth), the BBC
Concert Orchestra, the BBC National Orchestra of Wales, the Northern Sinfonia and the
Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment (Sir Roger Norrington). Soloists have included
Dame Felicity Lott, Carolyn Sampson, Patricia Rozario, Sarah Fox, Mark Padmore, James
Gilchrist, Roderick Williams and Stephen Varcoe as well as instrumentalists Philippa
Davies, Paul Watkins and Robert Cohen.

PLUM PUDDING
‘A rich boiled suet pudding with raisins, currants, spices, etc.’ (OED).

There is bleakness, too, rather than the rustic revelry which Laurie “Cider with Rosie” Lee’s name
might lead one to expect, in his 1954 poem Twelfth Night, adroitly set to music by the American
composer Samuel Barber in 1968. This austere meditation on the earth’s ‘utter death’, more
animated at ‘his birth our Saviour’, returns at the close to a restatement – albeit more hushed – of
its opening line: ‘No night could be darker than this night’. Lee’s memories of Christmas in Seville,
on the other hand – he had a lifelong love affair with Spain – bring welcome respite. The children
who sang him carols, ‘their faces set in a kind of soft unconscious rapture’, moved him deeply –
understandably so, if they even approached the purity of tone and radiant sense of innocence
which the Joyful Company of Singers conjure up in Guerrero’s heart-easing Virgen Sancta, written in
1589. How those same children might have revelled in Andrew Carter’s arrangement of the Spanish
Esta Noche (‘This Night’), with its guitar effects and infectious high spirits.

You’ll find no ‘boiled suet’ in our offering, but rich and well-spiced fare abounds – and unlike its
namesake our pudding is bursting with plums! First, though, a warming drink as we Wassail with
the merry folk of medieval Yorkshire: ‘…all over the town… in the wassail bowl we’ll drink unto
thee’. Vaughan Williams, renewing his quest for traditional airs after the horrors of war service,
made his exultant arrangement in 1919. Almost a century earlier, in his beloved Northamptonshire
village, John Clare was immortalising country life through the seasons; in December, when ‘Glad
Christmas comes…’ he vividly evokes the simple pleasures of that ‘day of happy sound and mirth’.
Close contemporaries, Victoria (1548-1611) and Byrd (c. 1543-1623) both began their musical life
as choristers, at Avila Cathedral in Spain and at London’s Chapel Royal respectively. The former’s
magnificent motet O magnum mysterium, its arching phrases intertwining like a great cathedral’s
vaulting, was written in Rome in 1572. Byrd’s equally intricate but more worldly This Day Christ
Was Born – subtitled ‘A Carroll for Christmas Day’ – appeared in his last published songbook in
1611. Moving back to medieval times, to the Wakefield Mystery Plays, we hear God – portrayed by a
worthy merchant in his guild’s ‘pageant’ – reflecting on his treatment of Adam, and summoning
Gabriel to tell Mary that she will bear his Son.

How many poets have made such music from words alone as Dylan Thomas? He wrote (and read) his
original Memories of Christmas for BBC Radio in 1945. Two years later, for the magazine Picture
Post, he added a postscript to it, the Conversation About Christmas; Gabriel Woolf’s reading captures
all the sly wit embodied in its dazzling wordplay. One of the best-loved English carols, The Holly
and the Ivy, introduces the topic of traditional Christmas Decorations, a theme taken up by the
journalist, novelist and Punch contributor E.V. Lucas (1868-1938). A sequence of letters between a
rector and his parishioners – aptly interspersed between lines from the rousing old Welsh song Deck
the Hall – reveals how the best-laid plans can go increasingly awry. No festive celebration of this
kind would be complete without The Twelve Days of Christmas – and we are treated to two
variations on the theme: John Julius Norwich’s hilarious warning against taking the old song’s
message too literally is aptly counterpointed by Andrew Carter’s roistering choral arrangement.

Only the ‘Pageant of Shearmen and Tailors’ survives from Coventry’s contemporary play-cycle, and it
is this which furnishes the text of the “Coventry Carol”, Lully, lullay - sung here in Kenneth
Leighton’s glorious 1956 setting for ethereally serene soprano and choir. By way of contrast Rhian
Samuel (b. 1944 and, like Leighton, a distinguished teacher as well as composer) brings Jolly Wat
the Shepherd to vivid life in her strikingly harmonised ballad.
After such exuberance, it is time for calmer contemplation. The 15th-century poem I sing of a
Maiden, with its gentle portrayal of the sleeping Maid, and haunting refrain ‘He cam also style …
as dewe in Aprylle …’ is perfectly complemented by the lovely Mariä Wiegenlied; in Peter
Broadbent’s arrangement of Reger’s 1912 ‘slumber-song’ a pair of sopranos duet ecstatically above
a soft choral accompaniment. Felicity Lott returns to tell the story of The Three Kings ‘from Persian
Lands afar’; Elgar’s organist friend Ivor Atkins (1869-1953) wrote the familiar arrangement of this
Weihnachtslied (Christmas song) originally written in 1856 by Liszt’s pupil Peter Cornelius. A
darker view of The Journey of the Magi informs T.S. Elliot’s 1927 poem, in which one of those
kings, years afterwards, recalls the bitter cold and hardship of their journey and, for all its
‘satisfactory’ end, reflects equivocally on the changes wrought by that Birth.
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Another swift change of mood ensues. In Christmas Truce Captain R.J. Armes, writing home from
the muddy hell of the First World War’s trenches, touchingly describes an utterly unexpected
experience. Then, across the desolate no man’s land, steal the strains of the Stille Nacht. On
Christmas Eve in 1818, in the Austrian village of Oberndorf, disaster struck when the church organ
broke down. The organist, Franz Xaver Gruber, gratefully accepted some verses written two years
earlier by the parish priest, Josef Mohr, and hastily set them to music; the choir sang the piece
that night, to the accompaniment of a guitar – and the rest, as they say, is history. In another
remembrance of Christmases past, Leonard Clark tells how he had almost forgotten the Singing in
the Streets, before Gruber’s immortal melody returns, this time in English. Joyful indeed are Felicity
Lott and the Company of Singers as Silent Night, in Peter Broadbent’s richly-harmonised
arrangement, brings our festive feast to a contented close.

