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THE CHOIR OF KING’S COLLEGE, 
CAMBRIDGE

For more than half a millennium, King’s College Chapel has been 
the home to one of the world’s most loved and renowned choirs. 
Since its foundation in 1441 by the 19-year-old King Henry VI, 
choral services in the Chapel, sung by this choir, have been a 
fundamental part of life in the College. Through the centuries, 
people from across Cambridge, the UK and, more recently, the 
world have listened to the Choir at these services. Today, even 
people who aren’t able to attend services in the Chapel have heard 
King’s Choir, thanks to its many recordings and broadcasts, and 
the tours that have taken it to leading international concert venues 
around the world. Despite its deep roots in musical history, the 
Choir has always been at the forefront of technological innovation, 
and records exclusively on its “impeccable” own label.



4 5

CD 2 | New recordings 48:30

Conductor, Stephen Cleobury
1 O Holy Night | Adolphe Adam, arr. John Rutter 5:38
2 The Linden Tree Carol | Traditional, arr. Stephen Cleobury 3:04
3 The Lamb | John Tavener 3:39
4 God rest you merry, gentlemen | English traditional, arr. David Willcocks 3:39
5 The Shepherds’ Farewell | Hector Berlioz 4:04
6 I saw three ships | Traditional, arr. Philip Ledger 1:50
7 We three kings of Orient are | John Henry Hopkins, arr. Martin Neary 3:07
8 Can I not syng but hoy? | Francis Jackson 3:11
9 The Magi’s Dream | James Whitbourn 3:30
10 There is no rose | John Joubert 2:13
11 Adam’s Fall | Richard Elfyn Jones 3:15
12 How shall I fi tly meet thee? | Johann Sebastian Bach 1:07
13 Love came down at Christmas | R O Morris, arr. Stephen Cleobury 1:18
14 Break forth, O beauteous heavenly light | Johann Sebastian Bach 1:15
15 O come, all ye faithful | John Francis Wade, arr. David Willcocks 3:11
16 Hark! the herald angels sing | Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, desc. Stephen Cleobury 4:29

This album features new recordings by Stephen Cleobury and the Choir of King’s College, Cambridge, 
and historical recordings taken from the live BBC broadcasts of A Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols. 
These historical recordings, most of which come from the BBC archive, have not been heard since 
the original broadcasts. The available recordings feature the Choir as directed by Stephen Cleobury 
from 1982, and his two immediate predecessors: Philip Ledger and David Willcocks.

CD 1 | Historical recordings from the live BBC broadcasts 58:12

Conductor, David Willcocks
1   Gabriel’s Message (1958) | Traditional, arr. Edgar Pettman 2:35
2   Adam lay ybounden (1963) | Boris Ord 1:15
3   Ding! dong! merrily on high (1963) | XVI Century French, arr. Charles Wood 2:03
4   Sussex Carol (1963) | English traditional, arr. David Willcocks 1:53
5 O come, all ye faithful (1963) | John Francis Wade, arr. David Willcocks 4:37

Conductor, Philip Ledger
6 In dulci jubilo (1980) | German trad., arr. Robert L. de Pearsall, ed. Reginald Jacques 3:36
7 Unto us is born a Son (1980) | Piae Cantiones, 1582, arr. David Willcocks 2:16
8 Hark! the herald angels sing (1978) | Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, arr. Philip Ledger 3:46

Conductor, Stephen Cleobury
9 Illuminare, Jerusalem (1985 – premiere) * | Judith Weir 2:31
10 The holly and the ivy (1994) | Traditional, arr. Henry Walford Davies 2:35
11 Benedicamus Domino (1994) | Peter Warlock 1:12
12 I saw three ships (1994) | Traditional, arr. Simon Preston 2:03
13 The Fayrfax Carol (1997 – premiere) * | Thomas Adès 4:23
14 Tomorrow shall be my dancing day (1997) | John Gardner 2:18
15 I wonder as I wander (2000) | Carl Rütti 1:48
16 The Shepherd’s Carol (2001) † | Bob Chilcott 2:53
17 Dormi, Jesu (2007) † | John Rutter 4:29
18 Bogoróditse Djévo (2007) * | Arvo Pärt 1:09
19 This Endernight (2016 – premiere recording) * | Michael Berkeley 4:07
20 Carol Eliseus (2017 – premiere recording) * | Huw Watkins 2:20
21 Once in royal David’s city (2017) | H J Gauntlett & A H Mann, desc. Stephen Cleobury 4:23

* Commissioned for A Festival of Nine Lessons & Carols
†  Commissioned for Carols from King’s

     2018 BBCP
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In 1903 a shy, awkward, clever undergraduate 
arrived at King’s College with a scholarship to 
read History. Eric Milner-White was the son of a 
lawyer and a businessman. After he graduated 
he was ordained, rather against the expectations
and hopes of his family. He served in parishes in 
south London and then in 1912 he returned to 
King’s as Chaplain. 

Of his distinguished war service as an army 
padre Milner-White never spoke. It seems that he 
had led stretcher-bearers over the top again and 
again to bring back the wounded from no man’s 
land. On his appointment as Dean at King’s in 1918 
the College asked him to set out his thoughts 
on the services in the Chapel. As he himself 
confessed, Milner-White provided the governing 
body not so much with a discussion paper as with 
a vision of what the worship at King’s might be. 
This was not merely a college chapel, he reminded 
them. The architecture, the musical resources 
and the unending stream of young men passing 
through the University gave King’s ‘extraordinary 
potentialities for the whole religious life of England’. 
Being a private chapel, and so ‘free from the 

ecclesiastical authority which governs even the 
most “live” cathedrals’, it could take a lead in 
liturgical reform and make experiments. 

Milner-White was fired by his love for this 
place; by the horror he had experienced in the 
trenches; by the disillusion and cynicism of the 
young men who surrounded him. Among his 
suggestions to the College were a number of 
‘occasional services’, such as an annual memorial 
service for College men who had fallen in the 
war, with a special setting of three sonnets by a 
Kingsman, Rupert Brooke, who himself had died. 
He wanted to introduce a short service of admission 
for each new chorister. He also wished for a ‘richer 
provision for the church seasons’. Milner-White 
wanted more ‘colour, warmth and delight’ in the 
services. He need not burden the members of 
the governing body with all the details he had in 
mind; perhaps they would allow him to use his 
discretion. They did, and before the year was out 
he had devised a carol service for Christmas Eve. 

This would be outside term, of course, so there 
would be very few students about. But this was 
part of his wider plan. The carol service would be 
primarily a gift to the City of Cambridge. He took 
as his model the service that had been devised 
by the first Bishop of Truro, E W Benson. It had 
first been used on Christmas Eve in 1880 in the 
wooden shed that was used while the Cathedral 
at Truro was being built. The service consisted of 
a sequence of nine lessons – as was the custom 
at the greatest feasts in the Middle Ages – that 
were read by officers of the church from the most 
junior (a chorister) to the most senior: at Truro, the 

100 YEARS OF NINE 
LESSONS & CAROLS
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The Choir photographed in 1927 – the closest available photograph to the 1928 group 
that sang on the fi rst broadcast. ‘Grey-haired old Mr Collins’ is second from the 

left in the second row back, next to Eric Milner-White and ‘Daddy’ Mann to the right.
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My first awareness of A Festival of Nine Lessons 
and Carols came during one of the Christmas 
‘stay-overs’ during the time that I was a cathedral 
chorister at Worcester in the early 1960s, when I 
heard David Willcocks (himself recently translated 
back to King’s from Worcester) interviewed on 
radio about the forthcoming King’s carol service. 
I would not have imagined then that I myself would 
ever inherit the privilege and responsibility of 
directing the music at King’s, but his words left a 
lasting impression upon me, especially one of 
the exchanges in the interview: 

Question: ‘When do you start rehearsing 
for the carol service?’ 

Answer: ‘In a sense we are rehearsing 
all the time [for our daily services]; 
the actual music for Christmas Eve 
we work on in December.’ 

This has been a very helpful guiding principle for me.

When I was appointed to King’s in 1982, and 
before I took up the reins, I visited Cambridge 
and spent a day with Philip Ledger. This was for 
‘briefing’, and long before the days of induction 
processes and mentoring. I remember his saying 
that ‘there will only be two people in the world 
who will be able to tell you what it’s like to direct 
the music for the Christmas Eve service.’ Sadly, 
neither is still with us, but David and Philip could 
not have been more supportive of me. I was greatly 
sustained in my endeavours by both of them.

I have seen myself as being the guardian of a 
precious tradition and have not sought radically 
to reform it but, rather, to nourish it. Looking back 
over the past 35 years or so, I see three strands 
in this connection. I have written descants to the 
well-known hymns. Both Philip Ledger and I had 
interesting experiences in this regard. When Philip 
handed out copies of his own new descants to 
the choristers at a rehearsal, one of them said ‘we 
always do the descants by Mr Willcocks’. Another 
quickly came to the rescue, saying, ‘but each new 
Director of Music writes his own’. In my case, I 
have received letters asking that I revert to the 
‘proper’ (i.e. Willcocks) descants. In practice I have 
kept a mixture of descants by all three of us in 
play. This is certainly not the place for a detailed 
evaluation of them, but nothing, for me, surpasses 
the seventh chord supporting ‘Word of the Father’ 
in the Willcocks version (though Simon Preston, 
formerly a chorister and organ scholar at King’s, 
told me that this chord had been in use in the time 
of Boris Ord). Another Kingsman, the conductor 
Christopher Seaman, has dared me to bring in 

SOME REFLECTIONS BY
STEPHEN CLEOBURY
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King’s College was founded in 1441 with six 
“singing men” and 16 choristers, who were to be 
poor boys “of a strong constitution and an honest 
conversation”. Five centuries later, the Choir 
comprises 16 boys (Choristers) and 16 men (Choral 
and Organ Scholars). 

The boys, aged between nine and thirteen, 
are educated across the river at King’s College 
School, a thriving and famously happy school now 
comprising some 420 girls and boys. The Choristers 
are selected at audition based on musical potential 
and, of course, a love of singing. When they 
join, they spend up to two years in training as 
‘probationers’, after which they join the full Choir.

The men are all undergraduates at the University, 
who have attained the necessary academic 
requirements to become undergraduates at 
Cambridge. Known either as Choral or Organ 
Scholars, they study many diff erent academic 
subjects, from music to modern languages to 
natural sciences. Find out more by searching 
“King's College Choir”.

THE CHOIR OF KING’S 
COLLEGE, CAMBRIDGE

Choristers
Year 8 (ages 12-13) Thomas Alban *, Joseph Hall, 
Alfred Hopkins, George Sheldon

Year 7 (ages 11-12) Jack Bowley, Samuel Cates, 
Lev Godar, George Hill, Samuel Trueman

Year 6 (ages 10-11) Aiken Anderson-Jané, 
Philip Curtis, Elliot Hasler, Leo McNiff , 
Charlie Nicholson, Joshua O'Neill, Julius Sirringhaus

Probationers (ages 9-10) 
Titus Gleave, Vladimir Pantea

Altos
George Gibbon, Daniel Henderson, Salim Jaff ar, 
Jacob Partington, Joseph Zubier

Tenors
Jack Goulder **, Julius Haswell, Protik Moulik, 
James Micklethwaite †, Christopher Nehaul ‡

Basses
Zac Moxon, Stephen Whitford ‡, Charlie Baigent ‡, 
Barney Wolstenholme, Trojan Nakade, Will Crane

Organ Scholars
Henry Websdale (Tracks 1-2, 7, 9, 13)

Donal McCann (Tracks 5, 12, 14)

Director of Music
Stephen Cleobury

CD2 only, excl. tracks 4, 15, 16

* Soloist, track 11 ** Soloist, tracks 2 & 6

† Soloist, tracks 6 & 8 ‡ Soloist, track 7

Full credits listed at www.kingscollegerecordings.com

Stephen Cleobury has for over 35 years been 
associated with one of the world’s most famous 
choirs, that of King’s College, Cambridge. His work 
at King’s has brought him into fruitful relationships 
with many leading orchestras and soloists, among 
them the Philharmonia Orchestra, the AAM, 
Britten Sinfonia, the OAE, and the BBC Concert 
Orchestra. He complements and refreshes his work 
in Cambridge through the many other musical 
activities in which he engages throughout the world. 

At King’s, he has sought to enhance the 
reputation of the world-famous Choir, broadening 
considerably the daily service repertoire, 
commissioning new music from leading composers 
and developing its activities in broadcasting, 
recording and touring. He introduced the highly 
successful annual festival, Easter at King’s, from 
which the BBC regularly broadcasts, and, in its 
wake, a series of high-profi le performances 
throughout the year, Concerts at King’s. 

From 1995 to 2007 he was Chief Conductor 
of the BBC Singers and since then has been 
Conductor Laureate. Since 1983 he has been 

closely involved in the Cambridge University 
Musical Society, one of the UK’s oldest music 
societies, where he has nurtured generations of 
young talent. He retired from CUMS in 2016, 
becoming Conductor Laureate. 

Beyond Cambridge he continues to be in 
demand as a conductor, organist, adjudicator and 
leader of choral workshops. Until 2008 he was a 
member of the Royal College of Organists, of which 
he is a past President. He has been Warden of the 
Solo Performers’ section of the Incorporated Society 
of Musicians and President of the Incorporated 
Association of Organists; he is currently Chairman 
of the IAO Benevolent Fund, which seeks to 
support organists and church musicians in need. 
He is President of the Friends of Cathedral Music 
and of the Herbert Howells Society. He was 
appointed CBE in the 2009 Queen’s Birthday 
Honours. King’s College announced in 2018 that 
Stephen would retire in September 2019 after 37 
years in post. 

www.stephencleobury.com

STEPHEN CLEOBURY
Conductor
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CD 1, tracks 1–18, 21 recorded by the BBC in the Chapel 
of King's College, Cambridge, by kind permission of the 
Provost and Fellows, Christmas Eve 1958–2017. Released 
by arrangement with BBC Music.

CD 1, tracks 19 & 20 recorded at 96kHz 24-bit PCM in the 
Chapel of King’s College, Cambridge, by kind permission 
of the Provost and Fellows, December 2016 & 2017.

CD 2 recorded at 96kHz 24-bit PCM in the Chapel of King’s 
College, Cambridge, by kind permission of the Provost 
and Fellows, 20 March 2014, 12 January & 12–13 July 2018. 

Producers Benjamin Sheen †, Simon Kiln *
Engineers Benjamin Sheen †, Arne Akselberg *
Mastering Benjamin Sheen

BBC Producers (CD 1) A list of producers is available at 
www.kingscollegerecordings.com

Cover Design Benjamin Sheen & David Millinger
Cover Image Leon Hargreaves
Layout Design David Hawkins (Untitled Studio)
Content Layout David Millinger
Booklet Editors David Millinger & Benjamin Sheen
Booklet Photographs Benjamin Sheen (p3); 
King's College Archive Centre (pp7–11); 
Leon Hargreaves (p14); Kevin Leighton (pp 13, 16, 19)

This recording has been made possible by the kind 
and generous support of the Friend Family.

Thanks also to Emma Cleobury, Patricia McGuire (King's 
College Archives), James Tugwell & Jonathan Summers 
(British Library), Steve Richards (BBC Radio Outside 
Broadcasts), Denise Black & Simon Gurney (BBC Worldwide)

Consultant Claire Long

Label management Benjamin Sheen

www.kingscollegerecordings.com
www.kings.cam.ac.uk

† CD 1 tracks 19 & 20, CD 2 excl. tracks 4, 15–16
* CD 2 tracks 4, 15–16
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