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Radio Outside Broadcasts

- Shew forth thy praise!

Broadcast live every Wednesday afternoon on Radio 3, Choral Evensong
is about to celebrate its 90th birthday. Andrew Stewartlooks back at
the illustrious history of the world’s longest-running radio programme

estminster Abbey opened the wake of the General Strike, has weathered  Sunday and available for 30 days on BBC
its doors to modernity national emergencies, times of war and iPlayer Radio. The clue to the show’s contents
on 7 October 1926. The austerity, and shuddering social change over lies in its title: Choral Evensong comprises
date was earmarked for the past 90 years. Millions have entered the the Anglican service of Evening Prayer, as
an experiment that coupled the venerable space it provides for calm contemplation, ordained by the Book of Common Prayer, and
institution of Anglican choral evensong to the  connecting there with a spiritual practice as is a carefully constructed blend of music and
rising power of public service broadcasting. deep and rich asany. spoken prayer. Its audience reach extends far
Its success established foundations for what Each week around 300,000 listeners tune beyond the Anglican community, a point
became the world’s longest-running series in to Choral Evensong. The programme undetlined by messages of goodwill and
of outside broadcasts, consumed today in is broadcast every Wednesday afternoon, encouragement sent to the programme makers
the hour-long form of BBC Radio 3’s Choral ~ usually live from one of Britain’s cathedralsor by atheists, admirers from other religious
Evensong. The programme was first aired in college chapels, and is repeated the following traditions, and those of little or no faith.
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CHORAL EVENSONG AT 90 FEATURE

GETTY
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AT THE TREBLE: organist James O'Donnell
directs the Choir of Westminster Abbey

RADIO 3 IS MARKING the 90th
anniversary of Choral Evensong with a
special broadcast from Westminster Abbey,
the location of the programme’s very first
transmission back in 1926. A specially-invited
congregation of the UK’s eminent cathedral
music directors and organists will convene
for the celebration which takes place on
the eve of the Feast Day of St Michael and
all the Angels. The music, sung by the Choir
of Westminster Abbey under their organist
James O'Donnell, includes Tippetts Plebs
angelica, written for the Choir of Canterbury
Cathedral in 1943, Gibbons's Second Service
and Harris’s 1925 anthem for double choir,
Faire is the heaven.
v The special 90th anniversary
service of Choral Evensong
will be broadcast live on BBC Radio 3 on
Wednesday 28 September at 3.30pm

the latter’s organ. The choirs of New College,
Oxford and King’s College, Cambridge filled
much of the Evensong schedule during the
Second World War, with help from over two
dozen regional cathedrals and a few parish
church and public school choirs.

The BBC’s outside broadcast unit spread
its post-war net to catch the first of many
services from the Edington Festival of Music
within the Liturgy; it also travelled overseas
to reach New York’s St Thomas Church
Fifth Avenue, St Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin,
and St George’s Cathedral, Cape Town.

In April 1970 the BBC decided to convert
Evensong's weekly broadcast into a monthly
affair; he restored the old status quo after
receiving letters of complaint by the sackload.
Choral Evensongsoon became a mainstay of
Radio 3’s schedule. It was first broadcast in
stereo from Gloucester Cathedral in 1971,
introduced its audience to the sound of girl
trebles 20 years later, and has since challenged
convention — and conservative fans — with

a jazz service from Clifton Cathedral in
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Bristol and a ‘Blues Evensong’ from Oxford’s
University Church.

Stephen Shipley, series producer of Choral
Evensongand an Anglican priest, believes
that the intricate language of the traditional
evening service, the intensity of its prayers and
the beauty of its music resonate deeply with
people today. “There is no other tradition of
regular choral worship like it,’ he observes.
“The standard of performance and the range
of new music written for Choral Evensong

‘Choral Evensong
is of the people,
for the people’

is as good today as ever.” Shipley also stresses
the high worth of the programme’s place
within Radio 3’s output, where a live service
might follow a repeat of one of the BBC
Proms, perhaps a performance by the Berlin
Philharmonic and Simon Rattle. “That means
we have to be constantly aware of the quality
of singing and also work with the clergy to
make sure the spoken parts of the service are
done well.

The clergy, he adds, do not always
appreciate rehearsing Bible readings before a
broadcast. Yet time to prepare and rehearse
have been part of the Choral Evensong deal for
as long as anyone can remember. The BBC's
outside broadcast van usually arrives at the
chosen venue on Tuesday evening, leaving

STARRED VERSES!

William McKie, master of the
choristers, rehearses the day's
hymns with the Westminster
Abbey trebles in 1947

ample time for microphones to be rigged

and systems to be checked by the sound
supervisor. The clergy are called the following
day at 1pm to read their contributions; the
organist arrives soon after for a dry run of the
day’s voluntary. The choir gathers at 1.30pm
to sing through the chosen settings of the
responses, the psalm or psalms, the canicles,
anthem and Te Deum, while timingsare
taken and the sound is balanced to represent
what a member of the congregation might
hear from a point close to the music director’s
stand. The service begins at 4pm and lasts

an hour.

As with all outside broadcasts, disasters
are not unknown. Stephen Shipley lost a
sequence of four live services to technical
gremlins and a fire in an electricity substation.
‘Things usually run smoothly and to time,” he
notes. ‘But there’s a Choral Evensongblooper
tape that includes choirboys being sick in
the middle of responses!” The producer’s
deepest memories have been etched not by
professional pitfalls but by Choral Evensong’s
power to transcend the mundane, to touch
deep emotions. A year after the destruction of
New York’s Twin Towers, Choral Evensong
was broadcast from Trinity Church, Wall
Street. ‘You could hear quiet sobbing from the
congregation, he recalls.

Choral Evensong returns to Westminster
Abbey at the end of September to record a
special 90th anniversary service (see box, top
right). The occasion’s intensity and stillness
stand among the hallmarks of a programme
set to surge past its latest anniversary to its
first full century and beyond. B



