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the Cloud of Unknowing

16.

Yesterday I was at work teaching Christ to lift his cross

[3.29]

Francis Pott

17.

The Lord is my shepherd

[9.08]
[45.28]

Total

CD2

CD1
1.

Prologue (organ solo)

[2.04]

1.

For those men night was a more bitter day

[4.45]

2.

There where the sun first dwelt

[1.09]

2.

My God, why hast thou forsaken me?

[4.24]

O do not look

[3.22]

3.

Lord, thou hast been our refuge

[2.46]

3.

4.

Now, as though God were sighing

[2.06]

4.

Is this He that was transfigured

[6.01]

5.

There they lie huddled

[2.55]

6.

Epilogue: Clear sight shall never man have

[4.26]

7.

For in the other life

[3.40]

8.

In one little time may heaven be won and lost

[4.57]

Amen

[2.09]

5.

There where the sun first dwelt (reprise)

[2.21]

6.

I was in the spirit on the Lord’s day

[2.06]

7.

And there went out another horse that was red

[1.40]

8.

The cities are burned and consumed from the earth

[2.08]

9.

For a nation is come up

[1.57]

9.

10.

All faces shall gather blackness

[2.05]

10.

Farewell, ghostly friend

[1.30]

[3.35]

11.

The love in him was such

[2.48]

12.

Amen

[2.16]

11.

They that hate me without a cause
(Tenor solo: Daniel Burges)

12.

Divided sons, fight on

[3.13]

13.

Behold a pale horse

[1.32]

14.

Blessed be he that taketh their children

[0.52]

15.

Dark earth, dark heavens ... [Interlude (organ solo)]

[3.24]

[43.18]

Total

James Gilchrist - tenor • Jeremy Filsell - organ
Vasari Singers • directed by Jeremy Backhouse
www.signumrecords.com
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The Cloud of Unknowing
The path to this work has been a long one.

In practical terms this piece too arose from a
commission, funded by the Performing Right
Society, for one of ten new works marking the 25th
year of the Vasari Singers’ illustrious career under
the baton of their founder, Jeremy Backhouse. On
a personal level, the music confronts a mid-life
ebbing of faith. Scientific rationalism divests the
universe of its mystery and shrinks our human
place in the scheme of things (if scheme it is);
while the state of the world suggests either a
suffering God, powerless to intervene in human
misery, or a malignly indifferent one - if any.

Over many years I have sought to harness words
to an overarching structural design without
sacrificing their sovereignty within it. This has
now led through several choral works of increasing
scale to The Cloud of Unknowing, the furthest I
can go in one particular direction, just as a
parallel journey led to an immense Passion
Symphony for organ solo [Christus, 1986-90] and
similarly suggests a phase completed.
In My Song is Love Unknown (2002) I had the idea
of altering sequence in the hymn text by Samuel
Crossman, so that conflict between Hosanna and
Crucify! might serve by juxtaposition to make a
point about perennial human nature, with
Hosanna at first confidently affirmative - but then
losing heart before the outnumbering insistence
of Crucify! Later, an unusual King’s Singers
commission enabled me to meditate on the
Gunpowder Plot using a mosaic of texts. Such
an approach persisted in The Cloud of Unknowing.

In response, some have sought a kind of sense in
‘the suffering God’ within his own creation, and in
a Crucifixion perpetually re-enacted within the
atrocities of successive ages. If such thinking has
made a difference to me personally, this is thanks
less to any certainty in the resurrection than to a
more humanistic perception of Christ on the Cross
as that mysterious figure, Everyman. The media
bombard us with images of suffering too large to
absorb, and in a sense it is easier to be moved to
tears by the plight of a single child in the Third
World or Bosnia than to be touched in the same
-4-

painful way by the plight of a nation or, as it
sometimes seems, an entire continent. That may
be why some have railed against any artistic
‘response’ to the Holocaust, since the assumption
that one can encapsulate something beyond true
understanding arguably carries its own moral
irresponsibility and hurt. Yet, others insist that the
world remember atrocities and bear witness. I can
say only that what has nurtured me on a broadly
Christian path is more the blessing of a close and
happy family than any tradition itself; therefore a
related respect for the individual sanctity of
life in others and a worldly-wise humanitarian
conscience seem to offer the first and second
steps towards any faith, however tentative.

After harrowing images of maternal distress seen
at the time, it was natural to set the Psalm for
women’s voices only. Soon I realised that I wanted
this to follow the central climax of a much larger
work and offer sanctuary from it. Accordingly the
setting here emerged in fairly anodyne harmonic
terms, since much of its eventual effect would rely
upon juxtaposition and contrast.

The Cloud of Unknowing opens with a sombre
organ introduction. The first choral entry [2]
evokes a kind of Eden. Lines from Psalm 90 [3]
interact with passages from Heroic and Elegiac
Song for the Lost Second Lieutenant of the
Albanian Campaign, 1945. This poem by the late
Cretan poet Odysseus Elytis is an almost tribal
eulogy, its pathos derived from contrast between
the happy intimacy of a soldier’s village origins
and the futility of random extinction on a
battlefield. A tenor solo is introduced [4], leading
to the premonition ‘something evil will strike’.

If a commission lent this sharper focus, so did
world events. What became The Cloud started in
the middle, with Psalm 23. This was a response to
the tragedy of Beslan, Northern Ossetia, in
September 2004, when Chechen separatists
barricaded themselves and more than 1,200
hostages into a school. Of the 344 eventual dead,
186 were children. While a compositional response
can fairly be derided as futile, sometimes those of
a creative bent may feel the need to bail out the
sinking ship of common humanity with whatever
tiny, unavailing bucket they have been given, if
only because not to do so seems rather worse.

The soloist typifies a deliberate tendency for
identities to blur at particular moments
throughout the work. At various points he will
assume the guise of prophet, reluctant soldier,
Christ figure or worldly Everyman. In essence his
is the voice of human conscience, frequently
drowned but still insistent amid the sound and
-5-
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fury of war. At [6] his vision of the Four Horsemen
of the Apocalypse launches an immense process
leading right to the central climax of the work.
After the onset of an agitated Allegro this text
alternates with words by William Blake which
uncomfortably locate the roots of evil in every
human heart. The vision of Death, the last
Horseman, is an enervated whisper. A rhythmic
tramping arises from the depths, evoking the
mobilisation of an implacably hostile force. The
music [10] suggests an inexorable army on the
march by allowing syllabic stresses to ride
roughshod over conventional expectation. A free
approach to text highlights ‘shall’ [march every
one on his ways] and ‘shall not’ [break their
ranks]. Eventually, like some culinary reduction,
this ‘boils down’ to the single word break,
inhumanly repeated over organ trills.

Arcos, who survived the Great War: ‘the dead are
all on the same side’. In response the hostile
marching returns. Two sides are now in direct
conflict, one inexorable, the other bent upon its
annihilation. One faction (by now clearly
representing the contemporary West) utters selfrighteous pronouncements suggestive that any
atrocity is sanctioned by certainty of God on its
side: an entirely deliberate indictment of two
modern governments for a grievously misguided
conflict. Implacable mutual opposition is again
embodied by antiphonal use of ‘shall break’ [my
arms shall break even a bow of steel] and ‘shall
not break’ […their ranks]. Both sides ignore the
despairing soloist. As before, the process
attenuates to the monosyllable ‘break’. The spectre
of the prophetically envisaged final Horseman
returns. His name this time precipitates uproar.

In a quieter section [11], laments of the oppressed
give ground to a single voice from within the
chorus, tremulously questioning ‘who will rise up
with me against the wicked?’. This elicits a
casually indifferent statement of murderous
intent: ‘yea, our God shall destroy them’.

A headlong climax [14] enlists that (marginally
altered) ‘taboo’ verse from the Psalms which
glories in dashing the foe’s children against the
stones. An extended organ interlude finally
recedes from the noise of battle into remote
stillness [16]. The soloist, reluctant participant in
all that has gone before, sings words written by
the Great War poet Wilfred Owen in a letter home
to Osbert Sitwell from the trenches. Owen likens
the individual men in his command to the

At [12] the soloist - increasingly an impotent
intercedent for peace - admonishes warring
humanity with words from a French poet, René
-6-

suffering Christ; himself to Judas. This leads into
Psalm 23 [17].

enemy you killed, my friend. The dead are all on
the same side’.

With the second half of the work [disc 2, track 1]
battle returns, but the perspective is now that of
Elytis, akin more to the telephoto lens of modern
journalism in the field than to the ageless
hostilities addressed earlier. ‘Something evil
will strike’ recurs as a ghostly echo, reaching
sudden consummation in a single gunshot.
Elytis now strikingly conjures pathos by
matching the tragedy of spent life to ostensibly
whimsical imagery. When the chorus re-enters
[2], words from Christ’s final moments follow
Owen’s cue, subsuming the anonymous, solitary
end of the unknown soldier into the archetypally
lonely, forsaken death of the Cross. This seems to
be the intention of Elytis, too: ‘The love inside
him was such, The whole world emptied with that
very last cry’. His image of ‘one moment deserting
the other’ is met here with a progressively still
organ solo, its note values extending as the
pitches of melody and harmony gradually part
company. Ensuing music [4] sets lines by the
17th century mystic, Thomas Traherne. ‘Who art
Thou?’, addressed to the crucified Lord, is
answered instead by the slain soldier (in a line
of Owen made musically famous by Britten in his
War Requiem, and one from Arcos): ‘I am the

The remaining music [6] is a kind of moral
epilogue. Despite providing the work’s title, the
text here was the last thing to fall into place.
Conceiving a textual ‘mosaic’ is a matter less of
lighting on things and recognising one’s wish to
set them, more of knowing what one hopes
someone has said and then tirelessly searching.
The enigmatic mediaeval tract entitled The Cloud
of Unknowing was a late, stray idea which I almost
failed to follow up. Written during the last quarter
of the fourteenth century in the dialect of the East
Midlands, it is believed to be the work of a
Carthusian monk who took pains to hide his
identity. Although addressing a specific form of
religious contemplation (held then to unite the
Christian soul with the being of Christ), the author
was intent upon linking this with an active
charitable compassion for others. Certain passages
strike the modern reader through their worldly note
of humanitarian engagement. These provided the
summing-up which my own (as yet unnamed)
Cloud required.
The Epilogue starts much the same as the work’s
opening, offering a semblance of symphonic
recapitulation. An arioso tenor solo follows,
-7-
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emphasising the poignant brevity of earthly
opportunity to be a force for good. Again the
chorus returns to Psalm 90. Its earlier music
provides a backdrop to the true heart of the
soloist’s message for the modern world, leading to
the exhortation ‘…lift up thine heart with a blind
stirring of love; for if it begin here it shall last
without end’. The chorus reiterates this text [8],
inexorably expanding it in imitative polyphonic
style. An immense climax is sustained into a
prolonged Amen, which subsides until the soloist
is heard intoning ‘farewell’, as if emerging against
the flow of some great retreating procession. His
valedictory blessing [10] leads back to undespoiled
Eden [11]. The chorus returns (Elytis): ‘the whole
world emptied with that very last cry’. In response,
the soloist’s last utterance is a desolate echo from
the Cross at Calvary. A final Amen [12] fades ever
further into the distance before a prolonged and
mysterious organ chord enfolds all in its own
seemingly eternal cloud of unknowing.

that same ‘need to bear witness’ articulated by
surviving members of the Jewish faith after the
Holocaust, but emanating since from innumerable
other conflicts. Such witness chooses here to
embrace innocent victims from all faiths and
ethnic strains, be they of Muslim, Jewish,
Christian or any other persuasion.
A postscript is in order. During July 2005 Jeremy
Backhouse told me that the work’s première would
take place in 2006 at St Pancras’ Church, London.
Barely twenty-four hours later, a terrorist bomb
detonated on a bus brought carnage to the steps
of that building, plunging many into unimaginable
horrors. The eventual first performance of The
Cloud was attended by some who had been caught
up in the tragic events of ‘07/07’. While it is
mistaken to view the music as a reaction to that
event, which its completion predated, such
happenings offer melancholy confirmation of an
enduring darkness at the heart of man, and of his
capacity for acts of atrocity alongside selfless
heroism. For as long as mankind continues to
crucify its messengers of peace, it will fail to see
the means of salvation which may always have
lain in its own hands. Notwithstanding those who
would decry bailing out humanity’s sinking ship
through the exercise of artistic expression, the
contemporary individual spared terror and

This work stands at some distance from the
conventions of Anglican worship, the forbearance
for which it calls being humanist in essence
before it is specifically Christian or devotional. I
had wished to write something of this kind long
before the Iraq war and its aftermath lent their
particular focus. In the event, the music espouses
-8-

suffering at first hand can neither turn away nor
remain immune to words written by a surviving
Polish Second War poet, Jerzy Ficowski, which
resonate still as our world attempts today and
tomorrow to rise above the mortal tide of its own
suffering:

Invocation of one of Iraq’s more grievous individual
losses is emblematic, and made without permission;
the sentiment behind it one of personal revulsion
at the hollow eulogies of western leaders mired in
blood no less than those they would condemn.
© Francis Pott, May 2007

I did not manage to save
A single life

The Cloud’s structure rests upon a complex series
of inter-relations. While repeated listening may
reveal these to those wishing to find them,
detailed analysis of processes in so large a work
seems less helpful than a brief indication of
just the key elements of raw material on which
they rest.

I did not know how to stop
A single bullet…
I run
To help where no one called
To rescue after the event

Structure and continuity are governed by a series
of crucial motifs (see page 10). Figure 1 is heard
from the organ between choral phrases. This
reduces (via notes marked x) to a four-note scale
[figures 2a and 2b], providing the opening of the
entire piece and a crucial source of material
throughout, in ascending or descending form. The
chorus declaims it (‘the Lord is on my side’) near
the central climax. The tenor soloist’s arioso at the
start of the Epilogue modifies the downward
version. The hostile tramping of the ‘nation strong,
without number’ originates as a downward scale
from the organ.

I want to be on time
Even if I am too late…
[Transl. Keith Bosley, Krystyna Wandycz in
The Poetry of Survival, ed. Daniel Weissbort;
Anvil Press Poetry, 1991]

The Cloud of Unknowing is dedicated to my wife,
but also bears the inscription
In memoriam: Margaret Hassan
and all innocent lives lost in or beyond Iraq.

-9-
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Figure 3 functions as a chorale fragment. It appears
in the opening choral section and is prominent in
the setting of Psalm 23 before recurring ff
maestoso as an organ interpolation during the
Epilogue’s climactic chorus passage.
Figure 4a is derived from the chorus setting of
‘Thou art God’ in the opening section, and is given
only to the organ part, where it dominates various
interludes and serves as an agitating force.
4b, a rhythmic augmentation of 4a, emerges as an
imitative point for the climactic choral setting of
‘for if it begin here it shall last without end’, again
in the Epilogue. Figure 4 includes within it both a
form of figure 2b and a separate cell (marked y)
consisting of a rising 5th and further rising
semitone. This, too, recurs in many contexts
throughout the work, in both simple and
‘retrograde’ (backward) form.

TEXTS
CD1
Odysseus Elytis: ‘Heroic and Elegiac Song for the
Lost Second Lieutenant of the Albanian Campaign
(1945)’ [transl. Edmund Keeley and Philip Sherrard]:
1 Prologue (organ solo)
CHORUS:
2 [p.34:] There where the sun first dwelt
Where time opened like a virgin’s eyes

…All the world shone like a waterdrop
In the early morning, at the mountain’s foot
Psalm 90:
3 1: Lord thou hast been our refuge: from one
generation to another.
2: Before the mountains were brought forth or ever
the earth and the world were made: thou art God
from everlasting and world without end.
TENOR SOLO:
4
…Now, as though God were sighing, a
shadow lengthens

…Now agony stoops and with bony hands
Plucks and crushes the flowers one by one;
Principal motifs used in The Cloud of Unknowing

- 10 -

…Something evil
Will strike.

CHORUS:
William Blake:
Eternal death is abroad.

CHORUS:
5 There were the sun first dwelt …

TENOR SOLO:
5/6: And lo, a black horse: and he that sat on him had
a pair of balances in his hand.

Revelation 1:
6 10: I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day.
Revelation 6 [Authorised and Tyndale, mixed]:
2: And I saw, and behold a white horse: and he
that sat on him had a bow; and a crown was given
unto him: and he went forth conquering and for to
overcome.
CHORUS:
William Blake, adapted from ‘Jerusalem’:

O Lord, what can I do? My Selfhood cruel
Rushes against thee…
The shudderings of death attend my steps.
O my cities, do you sleep? Rouze up,
eternal death is abroad.
TENOR SOLO:
7 4: And there went out another horse that was
red: and power was given to him that sat thereon
to take peace from the earth, and that they should
kill one another: and there was given unto him a
great sword.

CHORUS:
8 The cities are burned and consumed from the
earth…
TENOR SOLO:
8: And I looked, and behold a pale horse: and his
name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed
after him.
CHORUS:
Joel 1:
9 6: For a nation is come up, …strong, and
without number…
Joel 2:
4: The appearance of them is as the appearance of
horses; and as horsemen, so shall they run.
TENOR SOLO:
Revelation:
And power was given unto them to kill with sword,

- 11 -
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and with hunger, and with death, and with the
beasts of the earth.
CHORUS:
Psalms, collated:
0 All faces shall gather blackness.
And they shall march every one on his own ways,
and they shall not break their ranks.
TENOR SOLO:
Joel 2:
10: The earth shall quake before them; the
heavens shall tremble.
31: The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the
moon into blood, before the great and the terrible
day of the Lord come.
CHORUS:
Psalm 69:
q They that hate me without a cause, are more
than the hairs of my head.

Psalm 94:
They murder the widow and the stranger: and
put the fatherless to death. Who will rise up with
me against the wicked: or who will take my
part against the evil-doers? Yea, our God shall
destroy them.

Psalm 18:
The Lord shall reward me after my righteous dealing:
according to the cleanness of my hands shall he
recompense me.
Psalms, collated:
All nations compassed me round about:
I will not fear what man doeth unto me.
All nations compassed me round about:
But in the name of the Lord will I destroy them.
TENOR SOLO [later heard over continuing psalm
texts inciting to violence]:
René Arcos / transl. Christopher Middleton:
w Divided sons, fight on, fight on,
You …tear the earth apart in vain,
The dead are all on the same side…

TENOR:
e Behold a pale horse: and his name that sat on
him was Death.
CHORUS:
Psalms, collated:
The Lord is on my side. Let them be wiped from the
book of the living.
r Blessed be he that taketh their children and
dasheth them against the stones.
TENOR SOLO:
Isaac Rosenberg:
t Dark earth, dark heavens, …what dead are
born …from your mined heart
Which man’s self dug, and his blind fingers
loosed?

[Organ interlude]
CHORUS:
Psalms, collated:
For a nation is come up, …strong, and without
number…
But in the name of the Lord will I destroy them.
It is God that girdeth me with strength of war, and
maketh my way perfect.
He teacheth mine hands to fight, and mine arms
shall break even a bow of steel.

- 12 -

TENOR SOLO:
Wilfred Owen:
y Yesterday I was at work …teaching Christ to
lift his cross,…how to adjust his crown;…not to
imagine he thirst till after the last halt. I attended
his Supper to see that there were not complaints;
inspected his feet that they should be worthy of
the nails. I see to it that he is dumb and stands at
attention before his accusers. With a piece of

silver I buy him every day, and with maps I make
him familiar with the topography of Golgotha.
SSAA CHORUS:
Psalm 23:
u 1: The Lord is my shepherd, therefore can I
lack nothing.
2: He shall feed me in a green pasture, and lead
me forth beside the waters of comfort.
3: He shall convert my soul: and bring me forth in
the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.
4: Yea though I walk through the valley of the
shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art
with me, thy rod and thy staff comfort me.
5: Thou shalt prepare a table before me against
them that trouble me: Thou hast anointed my head
with oil, and my cup shall be full.
6: But thy loving kindness and mercy shall follow
me all the days of my life: And I will dwell in the
house of the Lord for ever.
CD2
TENOR SOLO:
Odysseus Elytis: ‘Heroic and Elegiac Song for the
Lost Second Lieutenant of the Albanian Campaign
(1945)’ [transl. Keeley and Sherrard]:
1
For those men night was a more bitter day.

- 13 -
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…Their God smelled of gunpowder

SOLO: Like a song gagged in the darkness,
Like an angel’s watch that has stopped.

…Each thunderclap was a death riding
the sky
Each thunderclap a man smiling in the face
Of death-let fate say what she will.

Eyelashes barely whispered goodbye,
And bewilderment became rigid…
He lies on the scorched cape.

[CHORUS: Something evil will strike…]
SOLO: Suddenly the moment misfired,
And hurled splinters headlong into the sun,
Binoculars, sights, mortars.
…Easily, like calico the wind rips
Easily, like lungs that stones have puncture

Black ages around him
Bay at the terrible silence with
dogs’ skeletons.
…Earth has grown deaf,
No one heard that last, that final cry.
The whole world emptied with that very
last cry.

CHORUS:
Thomas Traherne, adapted from
‘Centuries of Meditations’:
4 [I.89:] Is this He that was transfigured upon
Mount Tabor? Pale, withered, extended, tortured,
soiled with blood, and sweat, and dust, dried,
parched!…All His joints are dissolved, all His
blood is shed, His moisture is consumed! What is
here but an heap of desolations,…a mass of
miseries and silence, footsteps of innumerable
sufferings! Into what dark abysses didst thou
descend,…O what wounds, what desolations…
didst Thou suffer for our sakes!
[I.86:] Thy blood all droppeth on every soul.

The helmet rolled to the left side…
For one moment only, roots shook in the soil.
Then the smoke dissolved and the day
tried timidly
To beguile the infernal tumult.
Now, with a still wind in his quiet hair,
A twig of forgetfulness at his left ear,
He lies on the scorched cape
Like a garden the birds have suddenly
deserted.
2 [CHORUS: My God, my God,
why hast thou forsaken me?]

3 O do not look O do not look at the place
where life has left him.
The love inside him was such,
…The whole world emptied with that
very last cry.
…This is the way one moment, this is
the way,
This is the way one moment deserts the other
And this is the way the all-powerful sun
suddenly deserts the world

- 14 -

[I.88:] Who art Thou who bleeding here causest the
ground to tremble and the rocks to rend, and the
graves to open?

And shells go crying over them
From night to night and now.
…Earth has waited for them,
All the time of their growth
Fretting for their decay.
…None saw their spirits’ shadow shake the grass…
CHORUS:
Collated from Psalm 90:
In the evening it is cut down, dried up and withered.
We bring our years to an end, as it were a tale that
is told…
EPILOGUE
TENOR SOLO:
The Cloud of Unknowing:
6 [Ch. 9:] Clear sight shall never man have here
in this life.
[3:] And therefore shape thee to bide in this darkness.

TENOR SOLO:
Wilfred Owen:
I am the enemy you killed, my friend.
René Arcos: The dead are all on the same side…

[4:] In one little time, as little as it is, may heaven
be won and lost.

Isaac Rosenberg, ‘Dead Man’s Dump’:

Traherne:
[II.93-4:] Did men perceive this of themselves,
…how full of peace …would the world become.

5 There they lie huddled,
Man born of man, and born of woman,
- 15 -
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The Cloud of Unknowing:
[12:] And, therefore, if thou wilt stand and not fall,
cease never in thine intent: but beat evermore
upon this cloud of unknowing that is betwixt thee
and thy God.

evermore upon this cloud of unknowing that is
betwixt thee and thy God; And lift up thine heart
with a blind stirring of love; For if it begin here, it
shall last without end.
9 Amen.

TENOR SOLO [above CHORUS: Lord, thou hast been
our refuge…]:

TENOR SOLO:
0 [75:] Farewell, ghostly friend, in God’s
blessing. True peace and comfort in God evermore
be with thee and all God’s lovers on earth.

7 [21:] For in the other life shall be no need as
now to use the works of mercy, nor weep for the
Passion of Christ. For then shall none hunger nor
thirst as now, nor die for cold, nor be sick, nor
houseless, nor in prison.
TENOR SOLO:
[38:] He that is thy enemy, yet for pure pity thou
risest up and helpest him: Oh, Lord! -since a man
be made so merciful in grace, what pity and what
Mercy shall God have then.

CHORUS:
q …The love in him was such,
The whole world emptied with that very last cry:
TENOR SOLO:
My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?
CHORUS:
w Amen.

[42:] And therefore lift up thine heart with a blind
stirring of love; For if it begin here, it shall last
without end.
CHORUS:
8 In one little time, as little as it is, may heaven
be won and lost. And therefore, if thou wilt stand
and not fall, cease never in thine intent: But beat
- 16 -
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composition at the latter with Robin Holloway and
Hugh Wood and the piano privately with Hamish
Milne in London. Formerly Lecturer in Music at St
Hilda’s College, Oxford, in 2001 he was appointed
Head of Music at London College of Music, Thames
Valley University. Subsequently he became both Head
of Composition and Head of Research Development
across the University’s entire Faculty of the Arts. In
February 2007 he was appointed to the
University’s first Chair of Composition.
Francis Pott has received many national awards
as a composer and in 1997 gained First Prize in
the second Prokofiev International Composing
Competition in Moscow. In 1999 his choral and
orchestral oratorio A Song on the End of the World
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© Emma Barley www.emmarbarley.com
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His Passion Symphony Christus for solo organ
[SIGCD062] was reported in The Times as ‘not a
work beholden to any other: rather, an astonishingly
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original composition, compelling in its structural
logic and exhilarating in performance,…a
stupendous achievement’, and in Gramophone as
‘an inspired work on a grand scale that gradually
reveals its greatness’.

Pott’s works have been heard in at least eighteen
countries worldwide, broadcast in the UK, the USA
and the Irish and Czech Republics, issued
extensively on CD (particularly by Signum) and
published by four major houses in the UK. He is
currently completing a major critical study of the
complete oeuvre of Nikolai Medtner, for publication
by Ashgate Press. He is in regular demand as a
piano soloist and accompanist and maintains
piano duo partnerships with both Jeremy Filsell
and Roger Owens. He lives with his wife and two
children just outside Winchester.
www.francispott.com

Orchestra), Bach’s B Minor Mass (Semyon Bychkov
/ Turin and Santa Caecilia in Rome), Mozart’s
Requiem (Seattle Symphony Orchestra), a
televised performance of Berlioz L’Enfance
du Christ at the BBC Proms (Monteverdi Choir
and Orchestra), L’Enfance du Christ with the
Northern Sinfonia, and the Evangelist in both
Bach’s St John and St Matthew Passion with the
Concertgebouw Orchestra..

Operatic performances include Quint in Britten’s
The Turn of the Screw (New Chamber Opera),
Ferrando in Cosi Fan’ Tutti, Scaramuccio in
Ariadne auf Naxos by Richard Strauss (Richard
Hickox), Gomatz in Mozart’s Zaide (Istanbul),
Vaughan Williams’s Sir John in Love (Barbican /
Radio 3), Hyllus in Handel’s Hercules (Berlin), Acis
in his Acis & Galatea at the Berlin Staatsoper, and
Evandre in Gluck’s Alceste at La Monnaie in Brussels.

As a recitalist he has appeared with Malcolm
Martineau, John Constable and Julius Drake. In his
partnership with the pianist Anna Tilbrook, he has
performed Schumann, Finzi, Poulenc, Tippett and
Britten for BBC Radio 3. In partnership with the
harpist Alison Nicholls he has premiered works by
Howard Skempton, Nicola LeFanu and Alec Roth
(settings of Vikram Seth).

His many recordings include the title role in
Britten’s Albert Herring and Vaughan Williams’s
The Poisoned Kiss; also Bach’s St Matthew Passion
(Gabrieli Consort / Paul McCreesh) and various Bach
Cantatas. Most recently he has recorded Finzi’s
Intimations of Immortality, a disc of Finzi song cycles
(Oh Fair to See) with Anna Tilbrook and Vaughan
Williams’s song cycle On Wenlock Edge with Anna
Tilbrook and the Fitzwilliam Quartet, as well as
When Laura Smiles, a compilation of lute solos
and songs performed with Matthew Wadsworth.
www.jamesgilchrist.co.uk

James Gilchrist

James Gilchrist began his working life as a doctor,
turning to a full-time career in music in 1996.
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Jeremy Filsell was an Organ Scholar at Oxford and
studied piano at the Royal College of Music.
Nowadays he holds teaching posts at the Royal

Jeremy Filsell

© Jim Four

James’ concert appearances include Bach cantatas
with the Monteverdi Choir and Orchestra in their
celebrated Bach Cantata Pilgrimage, Elgar The
Dream of Gerontius, Handel’s Israel in Egypt
(Norddeutscher Rundfunk and Scottish Chamber

UK. His Concerto repertoire extends from Mozart
and Beethoven to Rachmaninov (2nd and 3rd
concertos), Shostakovich and John Ireland, while
his extensive discography comprises solo discs as
both pianist and organist for Guild, Gamut,
Herald, ASV and Signum. This includes the
première recordings of Marcel Dupré’s complete
organ works on 12 CDs (‘a landmark in the history
of organ recordings .... one of the most exciting
recordings of organ music made available in
recent years’ - Gramophone) and the six Organ
Symphonies of Louis Vierne, which were BBC Radio
3’s Discs of the Week in 2005.

Jeremy Filsell has established a concert career as
one of only a few virtuoso performers on both the
piano and the organ. He has appeared as a solo
pianist in Russia, in the USA and throughout the
- 19 -
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Northern College of Music, the Royal Academy of
Music and Eton College, and is a Lay Clerk in the
Choir of St George's Chapel, Windsor Castle. He is
a regular performer on BBC Radio 3 and on European
and American Radio networks. Recent recital and
master class engagements outside the UK have
taken him to the USA, France, Germany, Norway
and Finland. He is in the process of completing a
PhD examining aesthetic and interpretative issues
in the organ music of Marcel Dupré.
www.jeremyfilsell.com
Jeremy Backhouse
Jeremy Backhouse enjoys a growing reputation in
the UK and overseas for inspiring vivid, passionate
performances. Equally at home with music
ranging from Renaissance music to contemporary
commissions, he is widely recognised as one of
Britain’s leading choral conductors. He has been
sole Music Director of the Vasari Singers since
1981 and is also Conductor of the 150-voice
Guildford Philharmonic Choir, now the Vivace Chorus.
Head chorister at Canterbury Cathedral, Jeremy
Backhouse studied music and composition at
Liverpool University and began his career as a
Music Editor with EMI. From 1998 to December
2004 he was Conductor of the Wooburn Singers only the third in the choir’s history, following

awards in Gramophone magazine, and the
recording of the Vaughan Williams’s Mass in G
minor was also recently voted Top Choice by
Jeremy Summerly in Radio 3’s and BBC Music
Magazine’s ‘Building a Library’.

Richard Hickox and Stephen Jackson. He has also
worked with the BBC Club Choir, Kent Youth Choir,
Brighton Festival Chorus, London Choral Society,
Trinity College of Music Chamber Choir, Philharmonia
Chorus and BBC Singers.
© Sim Canetty-Clarke
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Vasari Singers
Over the last 27 years the award-winning Vasari
Singers have built up a reputation for excellence,
versatility and sensitivity in both live performances
and recordings. They are widely regarded as one of
the UK’s leading choirs. With a commitment to
supporting the creation of new choral works by
British composers, Vasari has commissioned and
premiered 19 new works since 2000.
The choir gives annual concerts at London’s St
John’s, Smith Square, and St Martin in the Fields,
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with wide-ranging repertoire. Vasari has performed
in most of London’s major concert venues,
including the South Bank, the Wigmore Hall, the
Barbican Centre and the Royal Albert Hall. It has
taken part in numerous commercial concerts and
festivals, including the BBC Proms. The choir
sings regularly in Canterbury Cathedral, and has
deputised for cathedral choirs across the UK. Vasari
also undertakes commercial soundtrack recordings,
having performed in this capacity for the
soundtrack for the BAFTA-nominated Discovery
Channel documentary, Seven Wonders, and the
recent BBC 2 documentary, Holy Warriors.

Vasari is supported by its Patron, Ward Swingle. It
gratefully acknowledges recent financial support
from The Woolwich Bank, The PRS Foundation, the
Holst Foundation, the Kenneth Leighton Foundation,
the Leche Trust, the RVW Trust and the Michael
Marks Foundation. The choir is grateful also for
the generous support of its sponsors, who include
Genica, The Well Studio, Claranet, Metro Imaging,
PMC, SLDesign, La Sologne Publications and Sim
Canetty-Clarke Photography. Vasari Singers may
be found on the web at www.vasarisingers.org

The group has made 19 CDs, recording for EMI,
United, Guild and Signum, and has collected some
enthusiastic reviews; two recordings of the music
of Marcel Dupré both received the ‘Editor’s Choice’
- 21 -

105Booklet

1/7/07

14:42

Page 23

ALSO on signumclassics
The Vasari Singers gratefully acknowledge funding from the
PRS Foundation.

Francis Pott and Signum Records are grateful to the following: the Research Committee,
Faculty of the Arts, Thames Valley University, for generous financial support of this
recording; Kit Yee Wong and Anvil Press Poetry for kind permission to make use here of text
by Odysseus Elytis from their translated edition of his Selected Poems.
Thanks are due to Professor Christopher Middleton for kind permission to use lines of
his translation from the French of Rene Arcos. Francis Pott and Signum Records
acknowledge the entitlement of executors for Rene Arcos to assert their rights in
respect of the French text.

Recorded in Tonbridge School, UK, 16 - 18 February 2007
Producer - Adrian Peacock
Engineer - David Hinitt
Editor - David Hinitt
Cover Image - Detail from the Buchenwald Memorial: the
third of seven stelae (1955 - 1958) by René Graetz, Waldemar
Grzimek and Hans Kies. © Florida Center for Instructional
Technology. Especial thanks to Dr Roy Winkelman.
Design and Artwork - Woven Design
www.wovendesign.co.uk

SIGCD503
Requiem Aeternam
Vasari Singers
Directed by Jeremy Backhouse

SIGCD059
Anthems for the 21st Century
Vasari Singers
Directed by Jeremy Backhouse

SIGCD080
Francis Pott: Meditations & Remembrances
Choir of Christ Church Cathedral Dublin
Directed by Judy Martin

SIGCD083
Will Todd: Mass in Blue
Vasari Singers with Bethany Halliday
Directed by Jeremy Backhouse
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