
164

165

Peter Nardone

Peter Nardone

Opposite, top 

left: The Prince of 

Wales (President 

of the Three Choirs 

Festival) meets 

Peter Nardone 

and Stephen Tilton 

outside Worcester 

Cathedral before 

attending the 

performance of 

The Dream of 

Gerontius (July 

2017)

Opposite, others: 

Local rehearsal 

for the Worcester 

Three Choirs 

Festival 2017; 

final rehearsal and 

concert applause 

for Tippett’s A 

Child of our Time 

(July 2017)

concert was, according to Church Times, met with ‘gentle flak… but an on-

form Nardone went on to deliver a scintillating programme with real flair 

and a great deal of excellence.”

By 2017 the Worcester Festival had expanded to comprise over 70 

events, including chamber music, talks, excursions and family activities 

alongside its choral core. Within that, the Festival’s richly varied flagship 

concerts gave WFCS Festival Chorus members the chance to perform 

Mendelssohn’s St Paul, Elgar’s The Dream of Gerontius (in the presence 

of The Prince of Wales), Janáček’s Glagolitic Mass, Serenade to Music by 

Vaughan Williams and the ravishing Hymnus Paradisi by Howells.

A separate Three Choirs event during this period was especially 

momentous, providing that year’s Festival Chorus members with an 

unprecedented royal performance opportunity. As well as being the 

288th Festival, 2015 (a Hereford year) marked 300 years since the date 

of the first ‘Music Meeting’ in 1715. To celebrate this tercentenary, on 

24 November 2015 a 300-strong, massed Three Choirs Festival Chorus 

(including more than 30 WFCS members), Youth Choir and Three 

Cathedral Choirs gave an hour-long recital in the State Ballroom at 

Buckingham Palace, in the presence of the President of the Three Choirs 

Festival The Prince of Wales; and an invited audience of 400. Festival 

Artistic Directors Geraint Bowen, Peter Nardone and Adrian Partington 

conducted, with their deputies as organists. The programme of choral 

favourites (spanning every Festival era with Handel, Purcell, Parry, Elgar, 

Vaughan Williams, Rutter and Rasch) proved a fitting tribute to the 

Festival’s 300 years. Particular highlights for the Festival Chorus included 

‘Go, in the name of Angels and Archangels’ from Elgar’s The Dream of 

Gerontius, and the ‘Hallelujah’ chorus from Handel’s Messiah. 

Time to stand down

After its exhilarating 2017-2018 season the WFCS Chorus took its usual 

summer break, little suspecting that change would soon be in the air. As 

the summer progressed, Peter Nardone was realising that, despite his 

enjoyment of leading WFCS, he was feeling increasingly unhappy with 

other aspects of his job. 

Relationships with the Cathedral and some of its Lay Clerks had become 

particularly strained. He later confirmed: “When I initially moved to 

Worcester from Chelmsford Cathedral, I had been seeking a bigger 

opportunity – but I didn’t realise that the size of the Cathedral had little 

impact on things. I understand now that so much is dependent on ethos 

and thinking. By 2018 the time was fast approaching when, of the three 

parts of my job, Worcester Cathedral music, WFCS and Three Choirs, I 

found that the challenges presented by the main part of my work in the 

Cathedral were making the job increasingly difficult to do. The support, 

enjoyment and fulfilment I found in both WFCS and the Three Choirs 
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THE HISTORY OF WORCESTER FESTIVAL CHORAL SOCIETY 
Celebrating 160 years: 1861-2021

We’re delighted to announce a new book about the fascinating, 160-year history of Worcester Festival Choral Society – one of 
England’s leading choirs of its kind. WFCS has been bringing the choral ‘greats’ to music lovers since 1861, staging more than 350 

of its own concerts and participating in many more. It also supplies singers to the renowned Three Choirs Festival Chorus.

 Including new archive research, personal accounts and stunning images, the 236+ page book traces the Society’s story from 
its Victorian origins through two constitutions, two World Wars and 11 conductors. It also reveals its special connections with 

names such as Sir Edward Elgar, Sir David Willcocks, Sir Stephen Cleobury, the CBSO and the BBC. An absorbing read at only £25!

100%	of	the	profits	from	sales	of	A	Choral	Chronicle	will	go	to	Worcester	Festival	Choral	Society	funds	(Charity	no.	506826).	
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179Samuel Hudson

Opposite: 
Samuel Hudson 
conducts his first 
WFCS concert 
(November 2019)

SAMUEL HUDSON (2019-) 

The arrival of Samuel Hudson as Worcester Festival Choral Society 
Conductor in September 2019 – nine months after his appointment as 
Director of Music was initially announced by Worcester Cathedral – was 
highly anticipated by members of the Chorus. Although the previous 
season with Christopher Allsop at the helm had been widely enjoyed, 
there was understandably a feeling that an exciting new era was yet to 
start. 

After Dr Peter Nardone’s departure, recently retired Durham Cathedral 
Organist and Master of the Choristers, Canon Dr James Lancelot, had 
taken over as Interim Organist and Director of Music at Worcester 
Cathedral. He was due to oversee the Music Department for two terms 
whilst a permanent replacement was found.

The multi-stage interviews for the role were accordingly held in November 
2018. As part of the final stages – and following modern tradition – the 
four, short-listed candidates were invited to each lead part of a WFCS 
Messiah rehearsal. Samuel Hudson, who combined impressive musical 
talent and clear direction with a ready smile and engaging manner, was 
the stand-out candidate for most WFCS members; contributing to his 
ultimate appointment as Worcester Cathedral’s new Director of Music. 

Two advance appearances

With his tenure both at the Cathedral and as WFCS Conductor not starting 
until the following September, Samuel had ample time to tie up his duties 
as Director of Music at Blackburn Cathedral. Meanwhile, however, he did 
agree to some early involvement with the Choral Society. In April 2019 he 
conducted WFCS’s fourth, annual ‘Come and Sing’ workshop in Worcester 
Cathedral nave, leading 150 Chorus members and non-members 
through Beethoven’s Mass in C in aid of funds. His approachability, 
sure conducting style and ear for detail proved popular with all. WFCS 
Chairman Ben Cooper later noted in his 2019 AGM report: “[It] was a 
great success and a joy to welcome Sam Hudson to the Cathedral for his 
first ‘job’ here in Worcester. We had lots of positive feedback.” 

In July that year Samuel also took the opportunity to attend each day of 
that summer’s Three Choirs Festival in Gloucester. It was his first personal 
experience of the event, and the precursor to becoming Artistic Director 
of the Worcester Three Choirs Festival as part of his new Cathedral role. 
As well as providing expert feedback to the Conductor at flagship concert 
rehearsals and experiencing the massed Festival Chorus he also made his 
official Festival debut, conducting the Festival Youth Choir in a glowingly 
received daytime performance of Karl Jenkins’s The Armed Man. 
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Ivor Atkins

Ivor Atkins

Below, right (left to right): Sir 
Edward Elgar with his great friends Ivor Atkins and violinist W H Reed in 1920

Below, left: 1903 letter to Edward Elgar from J H 
Somerton electing him Vice President of WFCS 

Above: Art 
Nouveau-style 
programme front covers from WFCS concerts of (left) January 1899 and (right) January 1900

as late as 1940, on the basis that they were rewarding both to sing and to 

listen to, boosting revenues. 
Surprisingly, however, after Ivor’s arrival WFCS members did not give a 

performance of Handel’s Messiah until December 1914. The music of 

Handel, in fact, appears only rarely, comprising two orchestral works 
in 1910 and 1913, a solo song from Acis and Galatea and in 1902, the 

oratorio Israel in Egypt.
Elgar enthusiasm
The WFCS concert schedules under Ivor’s tenure do however reveal a 

devotion to Elgar’s music that shone throughout his conductorship. 
Across his half century with WFCS, Ivor programmed his friend Elgar’s 

choral works, part-songs and orchestral pieces more than 40 times, 
several of which were conducted by the composer himself. In one 
of these, in 1903, Elgar conducted the Society’s performance of his 
Coronation Ode in the same programme as Richard Strauss’s Sturmlied. 
After it, Elgar wrote to Ivor that the Chorus “did sing like Kings and 
Queens”; and also to Strauss that they “sang well and had been 
well trained and interested by Mr Atkins, ...[who] conducted with 
affection and the right spirit.” 

Spark, an organist, as ‘agent’. The Society’s Honorary Secretaries changed 

frequently. Often, two clergymen were cited as joint Secretaries; and 

when this was the case a layman was listed as ‘Acting Secretary’. 
Choral choices
What music, then, did the Society’s new Conductor favour in those 
early years? In the period leading up to the First World War, a glance at 

the WFCS concert schedules shows that much of the music Ivor Atkins 

selected for the Society was Romantic, and mainly secular. Highlighting 

the influence of the German Romantic tradition, several concert versions 

of Wagner’s operas were performed; as was Humperdinck’s Pilgrimage 

to Kevlaar (performed twice) and Bruch’s Lay of the Bell. In Norwegian 

Romantic vein, WFCS presented Grieg’s Recognition of Land in 1906 and 

1907, which draws on the medieval Norse story of Olaf Tryggvason (as did 

Elgar’s oft-performed Scenes from the Saga of King Olaf). Away from the secular, Mendelssohn’s St Paul was performed in 1900 for 

the first time since the Society’s first era, under William Done. Members 

also sang Brahms’s Ein Deutsches Requiem for the first time in 1910. 
A subsequent favourite, Parry’s Blest Pair of Sirens, was performed 
three times (1899, 1913 and 1936). The listings also reveal that the 
‘miscellaneous’ type of concert programme – featuring multiple song 

selections, choral excerpts and orchestral pieces – remained popular until 
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