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Faire is the heaven: masterpieces of cathedral music 

 

The opportunity for the Abbey Choir and musicians to 

give their first public concert in over eighteen months is 

a welcome one. In common with so many ensembles 

around the country, the choir’s routine has been 

seriously disrupted during the pandemic. For extended 

periods it has been unable to sing at all. Now, happily, 

the choir is able to sing regular choral services and 

begin to rebuild its extensive repertory. The 

programme for this concert aims to include a varied 

selection of this and to reflect some of the breadth of 

its musical scope. 

 

We begin with the theme of dedication. The plainsong 

hymn Urbs Jerusalem beata is proper to the dedication 

festival of churches and cathedrals. It provides the 

melodic material and text for Bairstow’s stunning 

choral re-working Blessed City, heavenly Salem as well 

as providing an evocative reference to the pre-

Reformation era when the Abbey would have 

resounded every day to the plainsong sung by the 

monastic choir.  

 

Three contrasting works from the nineteenth century 

Austro-German school follow. Bruckner’s 

unaccompanied setting of Ave Maria uses the acoustics 

of a large building to spectacular effect. Mendelssohn’s I 

waited for the Lord is an extract from his Lobgesang 

(Hymn of Praise) that features a treble duet. Brahms’s 

sublime Wie lieblich sind deine Wohnungen (How lovely 

are thy dwellings) from his German Requiem has 

understandably become a fixture in the anthem 

repertory.  

 

Sir William Harris was for some years Organist of St 

George’s Chapel, Windsor. He taught the piano to the 

young Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret. We hear 

two of his works this evening: the ebullient Flourish for 

an Occasion for organ, and, to end this evening’s 

programme, his masterly setting of words by Edmund 

Spenser, Faire is the heaven. Scored for 

unaccompanied double choir, the composer evokes 

the heavenly realm with the use of rich textures and 

glowing harmonies. The dramatic central section pits 

the two choirs against each other to thrilling effect. 

 

More contemporary sounds can be heard in the works 

by Jonathan Harvey and Jonathan Dove. The latter was 

composed for a service in Westminster Abbey in July 

2018 marking the centenary of the Royal Air Force and 

features Dove’s trademark repeated patterns and 

instinct for brilliant choral scoring. Dating from 1984, 

Harvey’s unaccompanied work, like Bairstow’s Blessed 

City, is a choral re-imagining of a plainsong hymn (this 

time for Pentecost, Veni Creator Spiritus) but inhabits a 

totally different sound world made of melodic 

fragments and mysterious, almost inchoate harmonies 

that seem to suspend all sense of time and place. 

Towards the end the individual voices sing musical 

fragments independently and ad libitum creating a 

magical, kaleidoscopic effect before the music subsides 

to a final phrase of plainsong for the closing doxology. 

 

Two works by the contemporaries Stanford and Parry 

need little introduction. The two composers were 

bastions of the British musical establishment in the late-

nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. Both prolific 

in all musical genres, today they are chiefly 

remembered for their church music. Stanford’s 

beautiful, short motet Beati quorum via integra est is 

one of a set of three Latin motets composed for the 

choir of his Cambridge college (Trinity) and has 

remained one of the most popular pieces of English 

church music. Parry’s Blest pair of sirens, to a text by 

John Milton, was commissioned for the Bach Choir in 

the mid-1880s and first conducted by Stanford. 

Originally scored for chorus and orchestra, this evening 

we hear it with organ accompaniment. The work is full 

of creativity and imagination, contrapuntal ingenuity and 

masterly control of choral and instrumental texture. 

Many listeners will recall that it formed the musical 

centrepiece at the Wedding of the Duke and Duchess 

of Cambridge which took place in Westminster Abbey 

in April 2011. 

 

James O’Donnell, June 2021 

  



 

Urbs Jerusalem beata 

Plainsong 

 

Urbs Jerusalem beata 

dicta pacis visio 

quae construitur in caelis 

vivis ex lapidibus 

et angelis coronata 

ut sponsata comite. 

 

Nova veniens e caelo 

nuptiali thalamo 

Praeparata, ut sponsata 

copuletur Domino. 

Plateae et muri eius 

ex auro purissimo. 

 

Portae nitent margaritis 

adytis patentibus 

et virtute meritorum 

Illuc introducitur 

omnis qui ob Christi nomen 

hic in mundo premitur. 

 

Tunsionibus, pressuris 

Expoliti lapides, 

suis coaptantur locis, 

per manus artificis, 

Disponuntur permansuri, 

sacris aedificiis. 

 

Gloria et honor Deo 

Usquequaque altissimo, 

Una Patri Filioque, 

Inclyto Paraclito, 

Cui laus est et potestas 

Per aeterna saecula. Amen. 

Blessed City, heavenly Salem, 

Vision dear of peace and love, 

Who, of living stones upbuilded, 

Art the joy of heaven above, 

And, with angel cohorts circled, 

As a bride to earth dost move! 

 

From celestial realms descending, 

ready for the nuptial bed, 

To his presence, decked with jewels, 

By her Lord shall she be led: 

All her streets and all her bulwarks, 

Of pure gold are fashioned. 

 

Bright with pearls her portal glitters 

It is open evermore 

And, by virtue of his merits 

Thither faithful souls may soar 

Who for Christ’s dear name in this world 

Pain and tribulation bore. 

 

Many a blow and biting sculpture 

Fashioned well those stones elect, 

In their places now compacted 

By the heavenly Architect, 

Who therewith hath willed for ever 

That his palace should be decked.  

 

Laud and honour to the Father 

Laud and honour to the Son 

Laud and honour to the Spirit 

Ever Three, and ever One, 

Consubstantial, co-eternal 

While unending ages run. Amen. 

 

Ephesians 2: 20; 1 Peter 2: 5; Revelation 21 

 

 

 

 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ephesians
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1_Peter
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Revelation


 

Blessed city, heavenly Salem 

Sir Edward Cuthbert Bairstow (1874–1946)                Soloist: Freddie Ursell Beer (treble) 

Blessed city, heavenly Salem, 

Vision dear of peace and love, 

Who of living stones art builded 

In the height of heaven above, 

And by Angel hands apparelled 

As a bride dost earthward move. 

 

Out of heaven from God descending, 

New and ready to be wed 

To thy Lord, whose love espoused thee, 

Fair adorned shalt thou be led; 

All thy gates and all thy bulwarks 

Of pure gold are fashioned. 

 

Bright thy gates of pearl are shining, 

They are open evermore; 

And, their well earned rest attaining 

Thither faithful souls do soar, 

Who for Christ’s dear name in this world 

Pain and tribulation bore. 

 

Many a blow and biting sculpture 

Polished well those stones elect, 

In their places now compacted 

By the heavenly Architect, 

Nevermore to leave the Temple 

Which with them the Lord hath decked. 

 

To this Temple, where we call thee, 

Come, O Lord of hosts, today; 

With thy wonted loving kindness 

Hear thy servants as they pray; 

And thy fullest benediction 

Shed within its walls alway. Amen. 
Urbs beata Jerusalem c 7th century 

Office hymn for the dedication of a church 

translated by John Mason Neale 

 

Ave Maria 
Anton Bruckner (1824–96) 
 
Ave Maria, gratia plena, Dominus tecum. Benedicta tu 
in mulieribus, et benedictus fructus ventris tui, Jesus.  
 
 
Sancta Maria, Mater Dei, ora pro nobis peccatoribus, 
nunc et in hora mortis nostrae. Amen. 

 

 Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with you. Blessed 
are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your 
womb, Jesus.  
 
Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now 
and at the hour of our death. Amen. 

 

after St Luke 1: 28, 42 



 

I waited for the Lord 
Felix Mendelssohn (1809–47)               Soloists: James Tweedie (treble), Gabriel Turner (treble)

   

I waited for the Lord: he inclined unto me, 

he heard my complaint; 

O blessed are they that hope and trust in the Lord: 
That hope and trust in him. 

Psalm 40: 1, 5 
 

     

Wie lieblich sind deine Wohnungen from Ein deutsches Requiem Op 45  
Johannes Brahms (1833–97) 
 

Wie lieblich sind deine Wohnungen, Herr Zebaoth! 
Meine Seele verlanget und sehnet sich nach den  
Vorhöfen des Herrn; 
mein Leib und Seele freuen sich in dem lebendigen Gott. 
Wohl denen, die in deinem Hause wohnen, 
die loben dich immerdar. 
 

How lovely are thy dwelling places, O Lord of hosts! 
My soul has a desire and a longing to enter the courts of 
the Lord;  
My heart and my flesh rejoice in the living God. 
Blessed are they who dwell in your house: 
They will always be praising you. 
 

Psalm 84: 1, 3 
 

ORGAN SOLO 

Flourish for an Occasion  

William Harris (1883–1973) 
          

Come, Holy Ghost 

Jonathan Harvey (1939–2012)          Soloists: Sebastian James (treble), Julian Stocker (tenor), Jonathan Brown (bass)

  

Come, Holy Ghost, our souls inspire 

And lighten with celestial fire; 

Thou the anointing Spirit art, 

Who dost thy seven-fold gifts impart. 

 

Thy blessed unction from above 

Is comfort, life, and fire of love; 

Enable with perpetual light 

The dullness of our blinded sight. 

 

Anoint and cheer our soiled face 

With the abundance of thy grace; 

Keep far our foes, give peace at home; 

Where thou art guide no ill can come. 

 

Teach us to know the Father, Son, 

And thee of both to be but one, 

That through the ages all along 

This may be our endless song, 

 

Praise to thy eternal merit, 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
Veni Creator Spiritus 



 

They will rise 
Jonathan Dove (b 1959) 
 

But those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength;  
they will rise, they will soar, they will fly up on wings like eagles;  
they will run and not grow weary;  
march on and not feel faint. 

Isaiah 40: 31 

 

Beati quorum via 
Sir Charles Villiers Stanford (1852–1924) 

Beati quorum via integra est: 
qui ambulant in lege Domini. 

Blessed are they whose way is pure, 
who walk in the law of the Lord. 

Psalm 119: 1 

 

Blest pair of sirens 

Charles Hubert Hastings Parry (1848–1918) 
 

Blest pair of sirens, pledges of heaven’s joy, 

Sphere-born harmonious sisters, Voice and Verse, 

Wed your divine sounds, and mixed power employ, 

Dead things with inbreathed sense able to pierce; 

And to our high-raised phantasy present 

That undisturbed song of pure content, 

Aye sung before the sapphire-coloured throne 

To him that sits thereon, 

With saintly shout, and solemn jubilee, 

Where the bright Seraphim in burning row 

Their loud uplifted angel-trumpets blow, 

And the cherubic host in thousand quires 

Touch their immortal harps of golden wires, 

With those just spirits that wear victorious palms, 

Hymns devout and holy psalms 

Singing everlastingly: 

That we on earth with undiscording voice 

May rightly answer that melodious noise; 

As once we did, till disproportioned sin 

Jarred against nature’s chime, and with harsh din 

Broke the fair music that all creatures made 

To their great lord, whose love their motion swayed 

In perfect diapason, whilst they stood 

In first obedience, and their state of good. 

O may we soon again renew that song, 

And keep in tune with heaven, till God ere long 

To his celestial concert us unite, 

To live with him, and sing in endless morn of light. 
At a solemn Musick 

John Milton 

  

 



 

Faire is the heaven 

William Harris (1883–1973) 

 

Faire is the heaven where happy soules have place 

In full enjoyment of felicitie; 

Whence they doe still behold the glorious face 

Of the divine eternall Majestie. 

 

Yet farre more faire be those bright Cherubins, 

Which all with golden wings are overdight, 

And those eternal burning Seraphins, 

Which from their faces dart out fierie light; 

Yet fairer than they both, and much more bright 

Be th’Angels and Archangels, which attend 

On God’s owne person without rest or end. 

 

These then in faire each other farre excelling, 

As to the Highest they approach more neare, 

Yet is that Highest farre beyond all telling, 

Fairer than all the rest which there appeare; 

Though all their beauties joynd together were: 

How then can mortall tongue hope to expresse 

The image of such endlesse perfectnesse? 
 

A Hymn of Heavenly Beauty 

Edmund Spenser   



 

The Choir of Westminster Abbey 

 

The Choir of Westminster Abbey is renowned 

worldwide as one of the finest choirs of its type. 

Comprising up to thirty boys (all of whom attend the 

Abbey’s unique Choir School) and twelve professional 

adult singers, known as Lay Vicars, its wide-ranging 

performing activities are rooted in centuries-old 

tradition and its repertoire ranges from plainsong and 

Tudor polyphony to twentieth-century masterpieces 

and new commissions.  

Since its foundation in the late fourteenth century 

when the Abbey was a Benedictine monastery, the 

Choir’s primary purpose has been the singing of the 

daily services. In addition, it also plays a central role in 

the many royal, state and national occasions which 

take place here, many of which are broadcast live 

across the world. In recent years these have included 

the wedding of The Duke and Duchess of 

Cambridge; the service to celebrate the diamond 

jubilee of HM The Queen’s Coronation; several 

events forming part of the official First World War 

Centenary commemorations; and memorial services 

for many national and international figures including 

Peter Hall, Stephen Hawking, Nelson Mandela and 

Terry Wogan. 

In parallel with its liturgical work, the Abbey Choir 

pursues a varied programme of recordings, concerts 

and tours, giving performances under the direction of 

principal conductor James O’Donnell in the Far East, 

the United States, Russia, Hungary, Italy, Spain, 

Denmark, Germany and France. In June 2012 Pope 

Benedict XVI invited the Choir to sing together with 

the Sistine Chapel Choir at a Papal Mass in St Peter’s 

Basilica—an unprecedented collaboration—and a 

return visit to Rome was made at the invitation of 

Pope Francis in January 2017. In the United Kingdom 

the Choir presents an annual concert programme in 

the Abbey, appears each year at the London Festival 

of Baroque Music, and has performed at many leading 

venues and festivals including the BBC Proms. 

The Abbey Choir enjoys a successful recording 

partnership with the Hyperion label. Its critically 

acclaimed catalogue explores repertoire spanning six 

centuries and includes collections of music for the 

great feasts of the church year; programmes of Tudor 

music by Byrd, Ludford, Taverner and Tye; Parry 

ceremonial music with Onyx Brass; Duruflé Requiem 

with Britten Sinfonia; and several discs celebrating 

masterpieces of the Anglican choral tradition from the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Over the centuries some of England’s most illustrious 

musical figures have held appointments at the Abbey, 

among whom Orlando Gibbons, Henry Purcell and 

John Blow stand out. The Abbey has been the setting 

for every coronation but two since 1066, and on 

these and other significant occasions many important 

musical works have received their first performance. 

This tradition continues to the present day: 

commissions in recent years have included works by 

Judith Weir, Jonathan Dove, Matthew Martin, Judith 

Bingham, David Matthews and Julian Anderson. 

 

 

 
 
Treble: Isaac Chapman, William Cook, Caspar Del Mar, Romeo Hakimnia, Edward Harding, Edward Henderson, 
Sebastian James, Abel Phelan Williams, Benji Rimington, Louis Rippon, Barnaby Scholes, Sammy Soonawalla, Arthur 
Togneri, Gabriel Turner, Ben Tweedie, James Tweedie, Freddie Ursell Beer, Thomas Wilcox, Caleb Yoo 
 
Counter-tenor: Robin Blaze, Tristram Cooke, David Martin, Simon Ponsford 
 
Tenor: William Balkwill, Benjamin Durrant, Samuel Jenkins, Julian Stocker 
 
Bass: Jonathan Brown, Julian Empett, Andrew Mahon, Stuart O’Hara 
  



 

James O’Donnell (conductor) 

 

James O’Donnell has been Organist and Master of the 

Choristers of Westminster Abbey since January 2000. 

He enjoys a varied career as a conductor and 

internationally renowned organist. Foremost among 

his responsibilities at Westminster Abbey is the 

direction of the Abbey Choir, in both its daily choral 

services and its extensive programme of concerts, 

tours, broadcasts, and recordings. Among many 

highlights, he directed the music for the Wedding of 

The Duke and Duchess of Cambridge in 2011 and at 

many other national occasions, and has toured with 

the Abbey Choir to the Far East, the United States, 

Australia and throughout Europe. 

 

As an organist he has performed all over the world and 

appeared in the BBC Proms and at other international 

festivals. He has appeared several times as soloist with 

the London Philharmonic Orchestra, notably in a live 

recording of Poulenc’s Organ Concerto conducted by 

Yannick Nézet-Séguin in the Royal Festival Hall. 

 

James O’Donnell studied as a junior exhibitioner at the 

Royal College of Music and was then Organ Scholar of 

Jesus College, Cambridge while reading for a degree in 

Music. At the age of 26 he was appointed Master of 

Music at Westminster Cathedral where under his 

direction the international reputation and profile of the 

Cathedral Choir, particularly for its recordings, 

developed considerably. It won the Gramophone 

‘Record of the Year’ award (for its Hyperion disc of 

masses by Frank Martin and Pizzetti, 1998), and 

received the award of the Royal Philharmonic Society 

(1999); both unprecedented for a cathedral choir.  

 

As soloist and director James O’Donnell has worked 

with many of the country’s leading ensembles. He was 

professor of organ at the Royal Academy of Music and 

is now Visiting Professor of Organ and Choral 

Conducting. He has also taught at Yale University and 

Curtis Institute in the US and McGill University in 

Canada. He was President of the Royal College of 

Organists from 2011 to 2013. He is an Honorary 

Fellow of Jesus College, Cambridge, and was awarded 

an honorary Doctorate of Music by the University of 

Aberdeen. 

 

 

 

 

Peter Holder (organ) 

 

Peter Holder is Sub-Organist of Westminster Abbey, 

where he is the principal organist for the Abbey’s daily 

services and accompanies the Abbey Choir in its 

concerts, recordings and broadcasts. He is the principal 

deputy conductor of the choir and, along with the 

Assistant Organist, supports Organist and Master of the 

Choristers James O’Donnell in training the Abbey 

choristers. 

 

Having served for two years as Organ Scholar of 

Westminster Abbey, Peter was Sub-Organist of St 

Paul’s Cathedral between 2014 and 2017. He 

regularly accompanied choral services and played a 

significant role in developing the portfolio of organ 

events at the Cathedral, including staging two Grand 

Organ Galas in which he appeared as soloist in 

concerti by Handel and Poulenc.  

 

As a recitalist, Peter performs in cathedrals and concert 

halls across the world and made his Proms solo debut 

at the First Night of the Proms in 2019. His first solo 

recording, produced at Neresheim Abbey, features the 

works of the Bach family, Mozart, and Rinck. He 

regularly broadcasts for BBC radio and television.  

 

Peter is an organ tutor at the Royal Academy of Music, 

where he undertook his undergraduate and 

postgraduate studies and won numerous major prizes 

and awards. He has given masterclasses across Europe 

and the USA, and in 2016 was elected an Associate of 

the Royal Academy of Music. 
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Thank you for your support 

 

Every ticket purchased for this concert, both in person and online, helps to support the Abbey as it begins to recover 

from the severe financial effects of the coronavirus pandemic. Find out more about our Heritage Preservation Appeal 

and the work we are doing to protect the three key areas of greatest need—conservation, care of the Abbey 

Collections, and the continuation of our rich musical tradition—by visiting westminster-abbey.org/support  

 

 

Find out more 

 

Visit the Abbey website for full details of services, concerts and other events, opening hours and visiting information 

 

westminster-abbey.org  

 

 

 

Keep in touch 

 

 @wabbeychoir 

  @westminsterabbeychoir 
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