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In many parts of the world, including Scandinavia, Eastern
Europe and the USA, music for upper voice choirs is
admired for its beauty, purity and expressivity. Following
in the footsteps of Holst and Britten, many of the UK’s
leading contemporary composers have recently
contributed to this genre. Their music for upper voice
choirs has been poorly represented on CD and deserves
to be accessible to a wider audience. The works recorded
here all demonstrate the vast potential of this unique-
sounding choral ensemble and the quality of compositions
composed for it.

A former member of The Kings Singers, Bob Chilcott
(b. 1955) has forged a career as one of the UK’s most
prolific composers of choral music. His compositions are
characterised by their communicative style, elegant
melodies and masterly setting of texts. Equally proficient
as a choral conductor and workshop leader, Chilcott has
been described by The Observer as ‘a contemporary hero
of British Choral Music’. The Song of the Stars was
commissioned in 2009 by the Cantamus Girls Choir,
under the direction of Pamela Cook and Ann Irons.
Cantamus, from Mansfield in Nottinghamshire, has been
the standard-bearer for British upper voice choirs for
almost 50 years. 

In The Song of the Stars, Chilcott produces some of
his most technically demanding writing for youth choir.
The semi-chorus is assigned a repetitive incantation ‘we
are the stars which sing’ that calls upon the main choir to
enter gently with cluster chords, producing an effect of
shimmering light, before the mysteries of the Native
American text are illuminated with characteristic vitality.

Paul Mealor (b. 1975) gained international recognition
when his anthem Ubi Caritas was performed at the
wedding of HRH Prince William and Catherine Middleton
at Westminster Abbey. His composit ions have
subsequently become part of the repertoire of choirs
around the world. Formerly a student at the University of
York, Mealor has taught composition at the University of
Aberdeen since 2003.

Lux Benigna (‘Lead kindly l ight’) was written
collaboratively with the academic and ordained priest
Gordon Graham, Professor of Philosophy at Princeton
Theological Seminary and formerly at the Universities of
Aberdeen and St. Andrew’s in Scotland. Composed in
2007 for six-part choir, it takes the form of a three-stanza
hymn to the Trinity. The simplicity of the harmonic
movement transmits a little of the mystery of the divine
through the purity of its translucent sonorities.

Gustav Holst (1874-1934) will always be remembered
for his ever-popular orchestral suite The Planets.
However, choral music was consistently a major
component of his compositional œuvre. Even that seminal
work concludes with an atmospheric and ethereal,
wordless women’s chorus. Inspired in his youth by Bach,
Strauss and Wagner, Holst was taught at the Royal
College of Music by Stanford. His most significant musical
influences were his friendship with Ralph Vaughan
Williams and his love for, and assimilation of, the British
folksong tradition.

Holst’s sublime setting of the Ave Maria was
composed in 1900 and was his f irst published
composition. Scored for unaccompanied eight-part choir
and dedicated to the memory of his mother, the Ave Maria
has many of the characteristics of his later works,
demonstrating an incredible gift for counterpoint and voice
leading. The noted contemporaneous musicologist
Ebenezer Prout observed its ingenuity but also
questioned the practicalities of such an ambitious
composition for this type of choir: ‘I am afraid ... there are
very few female choirs good enough to divide into eight
parts without coming to grief.’

The Rig Veda is the oldest and most important body
of Indian sacred literature. Written in early Sanskrit in
c.1500 BC, it forms the basis of classical Hindu belief.
Holst’s first exposure to these ancient texts came in 1895
through his wider interest in Hindu philosophy. He soon
yearned to set fragments of these texts to music but,
disappointed by the lack of poetic beauty in the existing

English translations, he later enrolled as a non-
matriculated student at University College London to learn
the ancient language. The third group of Hymns from the
Rig Veda , scored for women’s voices with harp
accompaniment, was written in 1910 for Frank Duckworth
and his Ladies’ Choir of Blackburn, and have become
much-loved cornerstones of the upper voice choral
literature. In these four hymns, Holst seeks not to
replicate the oriental sounds that might be expected but to
build an evocative sonic landscape that resonates with
the mysterious nature of the sacred texts.

James MacMillan (b. 1959) has forged a reputation
as one of the world’s leading contemporary composers.
His works are profoundly influenced by his Scottish
heritage and strong Catholic faith. His choral
compositions range from simple liturgical settings, for use
by amateur church choirs, to extremely technically
challenging music more suitable for performance by
leading professional ensembles. MacMillan’s unique
musical language remains innovative and contemporary,
whilst also communicating directly to the listener, aided by
its grounding in Gregorian chant and Celtic folk music. 

Commissioned by the Royal Scottish National
Orchestra Junior Chorus in 2012, MacMillan’s Nova!
Nova! Ave fit ex Eva preserves the narrative structure of
this medieval English annunciation carol. The refrain,
from which the piece receives its title, is translated as
‘News! News! Ave is formed from Eve’. ‘Ave’ in this
instance is believed to refer to the Angel Gabriel’s
salutation to the Virgin Mary, ‘Ave Maria’. Many medieval
texts use this device (Ave is the reverse of Eva – the Latin
spelling of Eve) to represent Mary’s obedience, reversing
the fate of mankind after Eve’s disobedience in eating the
forbidden fruit.

The poet Michael Symmons Roberts has collaborated
with James MacMillan on a number of projects, including
two BBC Proms commissions and The Sacrifice for Welsh
National Opera. With a text taken from Roberts’ collection
Her Maker’s Maker , New-made for a King was
commissioned for the Farnham Youth Choir in 2012. The
final section is particularly striking, with wordless choral
parts and increasingly tonally ambiguous piano writing

reflecting on the future death of this child and our abuse of
His perfect creation.

Born in London in 1978, Tarik O’Regan now divides his
time between New York City and Cambridge. Acclaimed by
the Gramophone as ‘one of the leading British composers
of his generation’, O’Regan has been recognised with two
GRAMMY® nominations and two British composer awards.
Recent successes include his opera Heart of Darkness,
premièred at the Royal Opera House, and a project for
Sydney Dance Company, Scattered Rhymes.

Drawing its primary material from Hildegard von
Bingen’s sequence, Columba aspexit was premièred by
The Hildegard Choir of Oxford in 2000 and was a prize-
winner in the Concours Européen pour Choeurs et
Maîtrises de Cathédrales, 2001. A Light exists in Spring
was commissioned by the Methodist College Belfast, and
is a setting of a poem by the American poet, Emily
Dickinson. The clear first light of spring described in the
opening stanza is given a religious context in this poem,
as a phenomenon that cannot be explained adequately by
science and which requires faith to comprehend it. A short
choral fanfare, Alleluia, laus et gloria was commissioned
by the BBC for the Pro Musica Girls’ Choir of Hungary,
recipients of the champion’s Silver Rose Bowl at ‘Let the
Peoples Sing’ in 2003.

Winner of the 2014 British Composer Award for
Choral Music, Cecil ia McDowall (b.1951) studied
composition with Joseph Horovitz, Adam Gorb and
Robert Saxton. She has been commissioned by the BBC
Singers, The City of London Sinfonia and the Royal
Scottish National Orchestra, and has been described by
International Record Review as possessing ‘a
communicative gift that is very rare in modern music’. 

Regina Caeli is the third in a set of Latin motets
originally composed for the City of Canterbury Chamber
Choir in April 2004. It is therefore the only work on this
recording to pre-exist in a mixed-voice version, the
arrangement recorded here being completed in 2013. It is
a rhythmically complex and ebullient setting of this great
Marian antiphon, which dates from the twelfth century and
was traditionally recited after Vespers during the liturgical
season of Easter.
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Eleanor Turner

Since her London concerto début at the age of fifteen, with the Academy of St
Martin in the Fields conducted by Daniel Harding, British harpist Eleanor Turner
has been earning a worldwide reputation for her recital, concerto and chamber
music performances. These include appearances at the Berlin Philharmonie
Kammermusiksaal, the Musiekgeouw Aant Ij in Amsterdam, and the Wigmore
Hall in London, as well as performances in New Orleans and Sydney. Eleanor
Turner has won numerous international awards. In the 2007 European Harp
Competition she won First Prize; at the Dutch Harp Competition in 2010 Third
Prize, with the Peutz Audience Award; and a year later Second Prize in the
Gaudeamus Interpreters Competition in Amsterdam. She studied with Daphne
Boden at the Royal College of Music Junior Department, then later with Alison
Nicholls. She is constantly innovating with the harp, creating and commissioning
new music for both the acoustic and electro-acoustic harps. To this end she has
been awarded funds by The Tillett Trust, the PRS Foundation for New Music, the
Musicians Benevolent Fund and the Wingate Scholarship.

Elliot Launn

Elliot Launn started playing the piano, by ear, at the age of four,
entering Wells Cathedral School in 2004 with a full scholarship,
where he studied with Head of Keyboard, John Byrne. In
September 2010 he entered the Royal College of Music in London,
studying Piano and Tuba as joint principal studies, under Nigel
Clayton (Piano) and Lee Tsarmaklis (Tuba). Elliot Launn is a gifted
accompanist and performer. Notable achievements include
accompanying the group Enchanted Voices, with Howard Goodall,
for a Sky Arts/Classic FM concert; accompanying choirs on BBC
Radio 3 and 4; playing tuba with the Philharmonia orchestra; and
performing solo, twice, at the Royal Albert Hall in London. He has
worked as rehearsal pianist for Vocal Futures with Suzi Digby in a
fully-staged performance of Haydn’s The Creation. Having

recently graduated, he now takes up the Ian Evans Lombe Junior Fellowship in piano accompaniment at the Royal
College of Music.
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Sir John Tavener (1944-2013) was one of the great
figures of British cultural life. His career spanned five
decades, during which his compositional style morphed,
from one that placed him at the forefront of the European
avant-garde movement, to deeply pious religious works
that were characterised by their minimalism and
humanism. Tavener was a devout convert to the Orthodox
faith, whose music was profoundly influenced by the ritual
and spirituality of this ancient religion. His later sacred
compositions incorporated elements of Islam and
Hinduism but, throughout, he maintained the desire to
communicate an understanding of (heavenly) beauty and
universal truth. 

Ikon of Saint Hilda sets words by Mother Thekla,
described in the Gramophone as Tavener’s ‘librettist,
counsellor, spiritual mother and even commercial
adviser’. The text is a tribute to the seventeenth-century
abbess and scholar, Saint Hilda, who had been leader of
monasteries for both monks and nuns. The Ikon of Saint
Hilda was commissioned in 1998 for the Girls’ Choir of
Wakefield Cathedral. Θεοτόκε was first performed by the
Moscow Youth Choir at Middle Temple Hall in London in
October 2001. The Greek word Θεοτόκε is translated as

‘God-bearer’, and the repeated use of this single word
throughout the piece acts as an invocation to the Mother
of God. The a cappella Agnus Dei is taken from Tavener’s
Missa Brevis: a work for treble voices and organ that is
dedicated to His Holiness Pope John Paul II, it received
its first performance in Westminster Cathedral in 2005.

James Whitbourn (b. 1963) studied at Magdalen
College Oxford before working at the BBC as a producer,
composer, conductor and presenter. He is currently
Honorary Research Fellow of St Stephen’s House Oxford.
His musical compositions span choral, film and television
genres. One of his most significant works, Annelies, a
choral setting of The Diary of Anne Frank, was recently
recorded by Westminster Williamson Voices (Naxos
8.573070), and a recording of his shorter choral works for
chamber choir, Luminosity (Naxos 8.572103), was
recorded by the superb Oxford-based chamber choir
Commotio in 2010. Festival Alleluia is a celebratory work
that is propelled forward on a wave of excitement created
by the flamboyant piano part, whilst the choir sings
increasingly triumphant exclamations.

Christopher Finch

Choralia would like to thank the Medlock Charitable Trust 
and the Blair Foundation for their generous sponsorship of this recording.



Wells Cathedral School Choralia

Founded in September 2012, Choralia is recognised as one of Europe’s
leading upper voice choirs. The 24 auditioned voices of Choralia all
attend Wells Cathedral School, one of only four schools in England
supported by the British Government’s Music and Dance Scheme,
providing world-class music training from the elite of the profession. Many
of the girls of Choralia were formerly choristers in the choir of Wells
Cathedral, whilst others enrolled at Wells Cathedral School after their
initial training in other leading British choral foundations. The remainder
are drawn from the multinational student body. Choralia has enjoyed
significant international success in its short history. Having overcome all
challengers in BBC Radio 3’s national competition, Choralia were
selected to compete in the international stages of Let the Peoples Sing
2013, an event widely considered the most important international choral
competition, drawing together national champion choirs from across
Europe and North America. Choralia was delighted to be the first British
choir to reach the grand final in over a decade, placing it among the best
three youth and children’s choirs in Europe. In November 2013 Choralia
was honoured to perform Andrew Smith’s poignant Norwegian Requiem
with the jazz trumpet improviser Arve Henriksen; a moving reflection on
the tragic massacre on Utøya. Choralia has broadcast regularly on BBC
Radio 3 and has performed at the Sage Gateshead, LSO St Luke’s, St
George’s Bristol, Cathédrale Notre Dame de Paris, the Philharmonie
Luxembourg and Wells Cathedral.

Christopher Finch

Christopher Finch is greatly in demand as a conductor, accompanist,
vocal coach, répétiteur and teacher. He rose to national prominence in
2010 when he led the Wellensian Consort to the title of BBC Choir of the
Year 2010, the leading British choral competition. He is currently Acting
Head of Vocal Studies at Wells Cathedral School and music director of
the Wellensian Consort, Bristol Bach Choir, Wells Cathedral School
Chapel Choir, Choralia, and A Handful of Singers. He has worked as a
répétiteur for the late Richard Hickox and as a chorus-master for
Charles Hazelwood and John Rutter. He has performed throughout
Europe, the United States and the Far East. In the United Kingdom he
has conducted at Wigmore Hall, St John’s Smith Square, Cadogan Hall,
The Sage Gateshead, Symphony Hall Birmingham, The Royal Festival
Hall and at the Cheltenham Music Festival and Bath International Music
Festival. His performances have been broadcast widely and 2013 saw
the début CD release of the Wellensian Consort, Everyone Sang
(Naxos 8.573158), featuring the choral music of Bob Chilcott.
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Lo, in the waters, dwelleth One,
Knower of all on earth and sea,
Whose dread command no man may shun.
Varuna, sov’reign Lord is He.

Onward ye waters, onward hie.
Dance in the bright beams of the sun;
Obey the ruler of the sky
Who dug the path for you to run.

6 3. Hymn to Vena

Vena comes, born of light;
He drives the many-colour’d clouds onward.
Here, where the sunlight and the waters mingle,
Our songs float up and caress the new-born infant.

The child of cloud and mist appeareth on the ridge of the sky.
He shines on the summit of creation.
The hosts proclaim the glory of our common Father.

He hath come to the bosom of his beloved.
Smiling on him
She beareth him to highest heav’n.
With yearning heart
On thee we gaze, O gold-wing’d messenger of mighty gods.

Wise men see him in their libations
As the sacrifice mounts to the eternal heights, mingling
with our solemn chant;

He stands erect in highest heav’n.
Clad in noble raiment, arm’d with shining weapons,
Hurling light to the farthest region,
Rejoicing in his radiant splendour.

7 4. Hymn to the Travellers

Go thou on before us,
Guide us on our way,
Mighty One.
Make our journey pleasant,
Never let us stray.
Wonder-worker, hearken.
Come in thy splendour; come in thy mighty pow’r.

Trample on the wicked,
All who would oppose,
Mighty One.
Drive away the robber;
Drive away our foes.
Wonder-worker, hearken.
Come in thy splendour; come in thy mighty pow’r.

As we journey onward,
Songs to thee we raise,
Mighty One.
Thou didst aid our fathers.
Guard us all our days.
Wonder-worker, hearken.
Come in thy splendour; come in thy mighty pow’r.

Feed us and inspire us;
Keep us in thy care,
Mighty One.
Lead us past pursuers
Unto meadows fair.
Wonder-worker, hearken.
Come in thy splendour; come in thy mighty pow’r.

1 Bob Chilcott (b. 1955): The Song of the Stars

Text: Algonquin traditional

We are the stars which sing,
We sing with our light;
We are the birds of fire,
We fly over the sky.
Our light is a voice;
We make a road for spirits,
For the spirits to pass over.
Among us there are three hunters
Who chase a bear;
There never was a time they were not hunting.
We look down on the mountains.
This is the Song of the Stars.

2 Paul Mealor (b. 1975): Lux Benigna

Words by Gordon Graham (b. 1949)
Music by Paul Mealor
© Copyright 2013 Novello & Company Limited.
Text © Copyright Gordon Graham.
All Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured.
Reprinted by permission of Novello & Company Limited.

The witness of our evening’s rest, the moon
Has signalled that the darkening night’s begun.
O send us now an other, different star;
A light divine proceeding from the son.
O lux Benigna.
The Spirit by whom all saints have lived
Has dwelt in the most ordinary homes
And warms the hearts of those whose faith
Embraces that same spirit as their own.
O lux Benigna.
O father of the night as of the day
Whose gifts are joy and life, then rest and peace,
Awake us by the dawn and let its light
Remind us of the love that does not cease.
O Pater noster.
Lux Benigna.

3 Gustav Holst (1874-1934): Ave Maria

Text: Anonymous liturgical

Ave Maria, gratia plena. Dominus tecum.
Benedicta tu in mulieribus,
et benedictus fructus ventris tui Jesus.
Sancta Maria, ora pro nobis. Amen

Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with you.
Blessed are you among women
and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus.
Holy Mary, pray for us. Amen.

Gustav Holst: Choral Hymns from the Rig Veda

Text: Gustav Holst, translated from the Sanskrit

4 1. Hymn to the Dawn

Hear our hymn, O Goddess,
Rich in wealth and wisdom,
Ever young yet ancient,
True to Law Eternal.

Wak’ner of the songbirds,
Ensign of the Eternal,
Draw thou near, O Fair One
In thy radiant Chariot.

Bring to her your off’ring;
Humbly bow before her:
Raise your songs of welcome
As she comes in splendour.

5 2. Hymn to the Waters

Flowing from the firmament, forth to the ocean,
Healing all in earth and air, never halting,
Indra, Lord of Heav’n, formed their courses.
Indra’s mighty laws can never be broken.
Cleansing waters flow ye on; hasten and help us.



0 Tarik O’Regan (b. 1978): Columba aspexit

Text: Sequence ascribed to Hildegard von Bingen 
(1098-1179)

Columba aspexit
per cancellos fenestrae
ubi ante faciem eius
sudando sudavit balsamum
de lucido Maximino.

The dove peered in
through the lattices of the windows
where, before its face,
a balm exuded
from incandescent Maximilian.

! Tarik O’Regan: A Light Exists in Spring

Text: Emily Dickinson (1830-1886)

A Light exists in Spring
Not present on the Year
At any other period –
When March is scarcely here

A Colour stands abroad
On Solitary Fields
That Science cannot overtake
But Human Nature feels.

It waits upon the Lawn,
It shows the furthest Tree
Upon the furthest Slope you know
It almost speaks to you.

Then as Horizons step
Or Noons report away
Without the Formula of sound
It passes and we stay –

A quality of loss
Affecting our Content
As Trade had suddenly encroached
Upon a Sacrament.

@ Tarik O’Regan: Alleluia, Laus et Gloria

Text: Revelation 19:1-2

Alleluia, Laus et gloria et virtus Deo nostro
quia vera iusta sunt iudicia eius.
Alleluia

Alleluia, salvation and glory and power to our God 
for his judgements are true and just.
Alleluia.

# Cecilia McDowall (b. 1951): Regina Caeli

Text: Anonymous Liturgical

Alleluia.
Regina caeli laetare, Alleluia.
Quia quem meruisti portare, Alleluia.
Resurrexit sicut dixit, Alleluia.
Ora pro nobis Deum. Alleluia.

Alleluia.
Queen of Heaven, rejoice, Alleluia.
For He whom you were worthy to bear, Alleluia.
Risen, as He said, Alleluia.
Pray for us to God, Alleluia.

8 James MacMillan (b. 1959): 
Nova! Nova! Ave fit ex Eva

Text: English traditional, 15th century

Gabriel of high degree,
He came down from the Trinity
From Nazareth to Galilee,

Ut nova: Ave fit ex Eva.

He met a maiden in a place;
He kneeled down before her face;
He said: “Hail, Mary, full of grace!”

Ut nova: Ave fit ex Eva.

When the maiden saw all this,
She was sore abashed, ywis,
Lest that she had done amiss.

Ut nova: Ave fit ex Eva.

Then said the angel: “Dread not you,
Ye shall conceive in all virtue
A child whose name shall be Jesu.”

Ut nova: Ave fit ex Eva.

Then said the maid: “How may this be,
Godes Son to be born of me?
I know not of man’s carnality.”

Ut nova: Ave fit ex Eva.

Then said the angel anon right:
“The Holy Ghost is on thee alight;
There is no thing unpossible to God Almight.”

Ut nova: Ave fit ex Eva.

Then said the angel anon:
“It is not fully six months agone
Since Saint Elizabeth conceived Saint John.”

Ut nova: Ave fit ex Eva.

Then said the maid anon quickly:
“I am Godes own truly,
Ecce ancilla Domini.”

Ut nova: Ave fit ex Eva.

9 James MacMillan: New-made for a King

Text: Michael Symmons Roberts (b. 1963)
© Copyright 2011 Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
Reproduced by permission of Boosey & Hawkes 
Music Publishers Ltd.

He is still my flesh and blood,
though he is not my secret.

Milk weeps from me when he cries,
he watches me for hours, 

my quiet witness, wide-eyed
for the first time in his world.

I show him all we made of his 
creation, colours of injustice:

women slaving in the fields to cut 
the flax, to steal the ice-blue beauty

of its flowers, the oil pressed
from its yellow seeds,

strong fibres teased out 
of its stalks, so rich high priests 

and kings can drape in 
robes of lustrous purple linen.

We took him to the temple 
to give thanks. We bought two turtle 

doves as offerings. No shame: 
we cannot afford a lamb.

On our journey home, a woman 
gave to us a sheet of linen:

“New-made for a king,” she said,
“a cloak, a net, a sail, a shroud.”



$ John Tavener (1944-2013): Ikon of Saint Hilda

Words by Mother Thekla
Music by John Tavener
© Copyright 1998 Chester Music Limited.
All Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured.
Reprinted by permission of Chester Music Limited.

Aλληλούϊα (Alleluia)

Holy Hilda, royal in birth
But humble as a nun,
Mother to both nuns and monks,
You preserved the daily round of the ascetic life.
Now you have found your place of rest,
Where all the Saints find rest.
Wonderful in life, Gracious Mother Hilda,
Cease not to pray for us, supplicants that we are,
as we face a sea of troubles
Beating at the foot of your earthly home.

Blessed Mother of God,
In Your arms you held Christ,
Keep us also in Your embrace
as you kept Hilda Your maid,
For You are our protectress and shield.

You are a sweet and fragrant essence,
And rock for a stronghold of Faith,
A mother of nuns of all ages,
So too of bishops and monks:
O Hilda, Abbess of Whitby,
We sing and honour your name.

Aλληλούϊα (Alleluia)

% John Tavener: Θεοτόκε

Theotoke.

^ John Tavener: Agnus Dei (from Missa Brevis)

Text: Anonymous Liturgical

Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi, miserere nobis.
Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi, miserere nobis.
Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi, dona nobis pacem.

Lamb of God, you who take away the sins of the world, 
have mercy upon us.

Lamb of God, you who take away the sins of the world, 
have mercy upon us.

Lamb of God, you who take away the sins of the world, 
grant us peace.

& James Whitbourn (b. 1963): Festival Alleluia

Alleluia.



Beauty, purity, and expressivity mark out music for upper voice choirs. On this recording, performed by one
of the UK’s leading vocal ensembles, the repertoire embraces classics of the genre such as Gustav Holst’s
sublime Ave Maria and his third group of Hymns from the Rig Veda, as well as contemporary music. James
MacMillan and Sir John Tavener are represented by works that explore their unique musical language,
whilst Bob Chilcott’s technically demanding The Song of the Stars offers richly approachable pleasures. 
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