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ORGAN SCHOLARS OF  
KING’S COLLEGE, CAMBRIDGE

Organ Scholars at King’s are undergraduate students at the College  
with a range of roles and responsibilities, including playing for choral  
services in the Chapel, assisting in the training of the probationers  
and Choristers, and conducting the full choir from time to time. The  
position of Organ Scholar is held for the duration of the student’s 
degree course. Richard Gowers was Organ Scholar at King’s from 
2014–2017, and among his predecessors are a great number of 
respected musicians who have gone on to have distinguished 
careers. Recorded at the end of his time at King’s, this is Richard’s 
first solo recording, and the first recording by an Organ Scholar 
to be released on the College’s own label.
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CD		 67:40

OLIVIER MESSIAEN
LA NATIVITÉ DU SEIGNEUR (NEUF MÉDITATIONS POUR ORGUE) 

1  I La Vierge et l'enfant	 6:55
2  II Les bergers	 7:11
3  III Desseins éternels	 6:51
4  IV Le Verbe	 16:20	
5  V Les enfants de Dieu	 3:59
6  VI Les anges	 3:42
7  VII Jésus accepte la souffrance	 5:14
8  VIII Les mages	 7:56
9  IX Dieu parmi nous	 9:32
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In September 1931 at the age of 22 Olivier 
Messiaen took up the prestigious position of 
Organiste Titulaire at the church of La Sainte-Trinité, 
promising ‘to perform his duties with wisdom 
and classical restraint’. He went on to do so with 
dedication and distinction for some sixty years –  
but if he managed to show ‘classical restraint’, this  
was only by keeping his own compositions out of  
the picture. Even in these early years, despite his 
pale demeanour and quiet, shy manner, his music 
already betrayed a direct, passionate intensity 
and bold originality. In the years following his 
appointment at the Trinité he wrote a stream of 
striking orchestral and organ works on religious 
themes. At this time there was much debate 
among Catholic thinkers concerning the relation 
of faith to the modern world. The writings of 
Thomas Aquinas had held canonical status since 
a Papal encyclical of 1879, following which a whole  
culture of ‘neo-Thomist’ ideas came to dominate 
French religious thought, including the writings of  
Jacques Maritain (1882-1973). His treatise Art et 
scolastique of 1920 set out a theological rationale  
for artistic practice as a pure, objective creative act  

untainted by personal expression or emotion; this  
rather austere manifesto struck a chord and came 
to underwrite (perhaps surprisingly) the most chic  
and coolly provocative new music being written 
in Paris in the 1920s – that of the neo-classical 
Stravinsky and Les Six. Although Aquinas himself 
remained vitally important to Messiaen throughout 
his life, he hated neo-classicism, calling it ‘dry’ and  
‘mechanical’, and could not accept that a religious  
subject could sincerely be treated in such a 
dispassionate, impersonal manner. Already in his 
earliest pieces, religious contemplation for Messiaen  
is voluptuous, sensual and violently expressive. 
	 One notable aspect of the sensuality in 
Messiaen’s music was his distinctive array of modes,  
whose symmetries and cyclic properties lend a 
floating, suspended quality to both harmony and  
melody that can become hypnotic, especially at 
a slow tempo. He discovered these modes early 
on, and in the orchestral L’Ascension (1932-33) 
they are sculpted into the first of Messiaen’s grand  
religious designs: four movements which lead 
the listener on a broad arc from expectancy to 
exultation. The arrangement of this work for organ  
(1934, including a new and exhilarating third 
movement) created the first of Messiaen’s organ 
cycles, and surely paved the way for his next 
imposing religious fresco, La Nativité du Seigneur,  
written in the mountains near Grenoble over the 
summer of 1935. 
	 ‘I think I have made progress from the rhythmic  
point of view’, he wrote to his friend Claude Arrieu 
in September of that year, and indeed it was in 
this new work that Messiaen unveiled a novel 

LA NATIVITÉ DU SEIGNEUR
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Richard Gowers was born in Cambridge to a 
family of academics and musicians. He learned 
the piano from the age of five and joined King’s 
College Choir as a chorister in 2003, later singing  
the solo in Once in royal David’s city at the 2007 
broadcast of A Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols.  
He took up the organ with Nigel Kerry at the age 
of ten and subsequently studied the piano with 
Christopher Hughes and organ with David Goode,  
becoming a prize-winning Fellow of the Royal 
College of Organists aged 17. 

In 2013 he won the Northern Ireland International  
Organ Competition and moved to Germany, where  
he spent a year studying the piano with Alexander  
Meinel and the organ with Stefan Engels and 
Daniel Beilschmidt at the ‘Felix Mendelssohn-
Bartholdy’ Hochschule für Musik und Theater in 
Leipzig. This was thanks to a generous bursary 
from the Nicholas Danby Trust.

He was Organ Scholar at King’s College, 
Cambridge between 2014-17 and graduated with 
a starred first class degree in Music. During his 
time as an undergraduate, Richard accompanied  

the Choir at concerts at Bridgewater Hall, the 
Aldeburgh Festival, The Concertgebouw, on 
tours to the US, China and Europe, and at a BBC 
Prom in 2016. In his final year he played for the 
2016 Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols. After 
leaving King’s he won a scholarship to the Royal 
Academy of Music to take a Masters in Piano 
Accompaniment with Michael Dussek and 
Joseph Middleton. 

His career as a concert organist has not only 
involved recitals at major British venues but also 
a variety of performances abroad, including three  
solo tours to the US and performances in Brisbane,  
Reykjavik, Dresden and Toulouse. In March 2018 
he gave the premiere of Nico Muhly's cycle for 
organ, The Lenten Gospels. As a pianist, organist 
and continuo player he has performed with several  
of the country’s leading orchestras, including the 
AAM, Aurora Orchestra, BBC Concert Orchestra, 
Britten Sinfonia, CBSO, Endymion, Hanover Band,  
LPO, OAE, Philharmonia, and The King's Consort. 

www.richardgowers.com

RICHARD GOWERS
Organ
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Recorded at 192kHz 24-bit PCM in the Chapel of King’s  
College, Cambridge, by kind permission of the Provost 
and Fellows, 17-18 July 2017. 
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Engineering, Mixing & CD Mastering Benjamin Sheen
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