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Something New, Something Old

This past season was a difficult one to put together and
included several challenges. For a start, we were
venturing into the unknown with a completely new venue,
the recently converted Cadogan Hall just off Sloane
Square. Also, we were going to be performing a brand
new work and, at the time of setting the music programme,
the final shape of the piece was unknown to the choir.
Both of these were going to come together in our first
concert of the season. Most choirs would probably only
focus on one challenge but this choir saw a greater
opportunity by going for both of them.

| had been pursuing Cadogan Hall’'s
developers for a couple of years
whilst the Hall's refurbishment was in
progress as | felt it had the potential
for being a very good concert venue
for us. There was a whole section
about in last year’s newsletter. From
an audience point of view it is
superb, very well appointed, beautifully finished with
excellent facilities and easy to get to being only a short
walk of two to three minutes from Sloane Square
underground station. We were the first large scale choir to
perform in the Hall and, thus, the first to become aware of
some of the limitations of the Hall's facilities behind the
scenes for performers. In fairness, though, the majority of
its performing groups are nowhere near our size in
numbers and the space is quite sufficient for most groups.

The intention had been to make
use of the Hall for the first time in
our March concert.  However,
the committee took the decision
to do a ‘double’ and also use the
Hall for the November concert as
a new stage on which to perform
a brand new work written by our
amazing Tim Sutton. We had
always benefited from singing
Tim’s music in the past, notably
his delightful Four Blake Songs.
On this occasion, however, there
was a large element of sadness.
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Psalm 23 was commissioned by Wimbledon Choral
Society and written in memory of Tim’'s son Edmund who
was killed tragically in a car crash. The commission was
made possible by a special donation from a supporter of
the choir for which the choir was most grateful. And what
an extraordinary result it turned out to be. It is an
absolutely beautiful work, carefully crafted with a choir in
mind, cleverly orchestrated and charged through with
emotion. What a privilege it was for the Society to have
taken part in its world premiere and to have witnessed its
warm reception from the audience.  Married up with
Haydn’s Nelson Mass in the same performance this was
certainly something new, something old for the first
concert of the season.

Something Rare

The other large challenge of the season was the March
concert, also in Cadogan Hall, in which we performed
Wesley's Confitebor.  This was always going to be a
difficult concert to promote and sell. Yes, it was a large
risk and financially it was not successful at all with very
poor ticket sales but | believe truly that we did it for all the
right reasons. The objects of this choir are very clear in its
Constitution:

G to promote, improve, develop and maintain public
education in and appreciation of the art and science of choral
music by the presentation of public concerts and other
activities involving or relating to choral music.”

Its the education bit that
applied here and it wasn't just
educating the public; it was also
educating the choir in learning a
very rarely performed work for
which there is no publicly
available commercial recording
at the time of writing. Where
other similar choirs keep to the
same traditional repertoire, we
took the bold step of saying
“Hey, listen to this great piece of
choral music. It's a little gem.”
We may not have convinced a
lot of people but we can now say that we are one of only a
small handful of choirs in the whole country, even maybe
the world, that has performed this work.

The May concert found us back in familiar territory in St.
John’s Church, Waterloo. With an amazing selection of
music including Stanford’s Songs of the Fleet, Verdi's
stunning Te Deum from his Four Sacred Pieces, Holst's
superb setting of two psalms and a delightful rendition of




Faure’'s Messe Basse by the ladies, | remain baffled and (I
have to say) disappointed at the large number of members
who dropped out of the concert - a practice that seems to
persist on a regular basis. It was pleasant to see some of
them in the audience but | would have preferred that they
took part in the performance!

When the accounts for this past season are published, you
will see that overall we just about about came in on budget.
It wasn't a successful year financially in that respect
because with careful management we usually make up for
some of the predicted loss but this season we didn’t. This
can be put down in large part to the March concert,
although not all of it. Ticket sales over the whole season
were around £5000 below budget which is very
disappointing to say the least. It was only the prudent
control on expenditure (particularly in the summer concert)
that resulted in savings of almost £4500 over the season
thus leading to the final results. In fairness, the first
concert with Tim’s work did go according to budget; it was
the other two main concerts that presented the challenges.

Still, to end on a more positive note we did finish the
season with a bit of a windfall. When the accounts are
published you will see a rather large entry under
donations. We have previously been the fortunate
recipients of some bequests from the wills of former
members or supporters of the choir amounting to a few
thousand pounds in most cases. Longer serving
members may remember Veronica Robinson who used to
sing in the sopranos. Following her death last year, | was
contacted by the executors of her estate and told that we
were one of four charities named as beneficiaries in her
will. It's a wonderful amount to receive and we are most
grateful to Veronica for having considered us in her
wishes. It will be used for specific projects or specific items
within concerts, not as a means for subsidising the overall
costs of the choir. Have you considered naming the choir
as a beneficiary in your will?

As always, though, the biggest thanks go to you, the
members of this choir. You make this choir what it is and
you, in the end, decide in which direction it ought to go.
The more you can put into it, the more we can offer and get
involved in other activities or events. This seems to be a
key attraction for new members and is an area which we
must develop and maintain in order to keep Wimbledon
Choral Society fresh and vibrant.

Finally, after many years of handling many of the tasks
required leading up to and on the concert day itself, Olive
has decided to step down from her role of Concert
Coordinator. | am enormously grateful to her for the
outstanding job she has done here and, on a personal
note, for her unfailing support to me during these past few
years as we've moved the Society forward. Many of us
often take so much for granted in organisations like this,
especially on concert day itself when we just roll up, sit
down, stand up, sing and go home. It takes considerable
skill and commitment to make it happen so smoothly and
sometimes you just can’'t be everyone’'s
best friend to get it done. From all of us,
Olive, we would like to thank you so much
for all that you have done and hope
sincerely that you will enjoy putting your
feet up for a change!

Auditions / Voice Tests

First of all, huge thanks to Christine for organising the
schedule for the auditions. Secondly, well done and
thanks to all those sopranos, tenors and basses who
bravely stepped forward for what was, for some, quite
daunting when it was first announced. Itis vitally
important that we keep monitoring the overall quality of
sound that the choir is making and taking corrective
action where required to ensure that we continue to
make the best and most balanced sound.

| didn’t underestimate for a moment

that for some members this could be

quite a nerve-wracking experience

but I do hope you felt that the

session was both useful and

constructive. | am very grateful to

Tim for having taken the time to

assist me in this huge task. We felt that this ‘double act’
would benefit you by having a balanced view.

The results of the auditions so far have confirmed the
very reason for doing them in the first place. For a while
| had noticed some poor diction and common incorrect
sounds being made and these auditions have helped
me to identify where we need to focus to make
improvements. As Neil stated when the auditions were
announced, and | reiterate here, no one will be asked to
leave the choir as a result of the auditions. However, it
is likely that we will need to re-seat some members and
possibly ask some to change voices. Auditions for
those who were not done at the end of last season will
be scheduled early in the coming season.

After much thought |

agreed with Neil that it

would be better not to

go down the route of

providing a written or
formal assessment for every member who auditioned.
We hope that the individual sessions themselves will
have provided the opportunity for feedback from Tim
and me. However, what | would like to offer is that if
anyone wishes to receive more detailed feedback then |
will be happy to arrange a short 1-to-1 chat on a Monday
evening during the rehearsal time to do this.

However, in addition to this, we will also be proposing to
run expert sessions or mini-workshops which will focus
on vocal production, sight-reading, breathing
techniques and so on. These will also take part on
rehearsal evenings and we hope to start these in the
coming season. It is likely that participants will need to
make a small donation for each session but it is under
consideration that it will also be part-funded from the
bequest mentioned by Neil earlier.

What we will certainly have to do is instigate a
recruitment drive across all voices but with initial
emphasis on sopranos, tenors and basses. As you'll
see later we have some demanding music to perform
this season and we’ll need to strengthen up on these
voices in particular.




On the Horizon

Trying to get the coming season finalised has not been
easy and there have been several hurdles to overcome.
However, we are hoping that what is being proposed will be
attractive to you. All the concerts will again be in different
venues, namely Cadogan Hall (November), St. Paul's
Church, Southfields (Christmas), Guildford Cathedral
(April) and St. John’s Church, Waterloo (June).

Last season involved several works that were not
necessarily on the regular choral repertoire list.  This
season, however, we're proposing to go the other way for
the most part. The November concert will include Mozart’s
Mass in C minor (the “Great”) as the main item in the
programme. We will not be using the New Queen’s Hall
Orchestra (NQHO) for this concert as the finances limit our
usage of them this season. Instead we will be using the
New London Soloists Orchestra (NLSO) for the first time.
This exciting orchestra comprises of some of London’s
most talented young musicians and we are very pleased
that they have accepted our invitation to join us. See their
website www.nlso.co.uk for more details on them.

The original intention was to do

the Mozart Requiem but that

was already on the calendar at

Cadogan Hall for another choir

so we'll have to do that another

day. In addition, we had hoped

to do the Poulenc Gloria.

Regretfully, though, we've had

to postpone that one as well. In

the end it came down to mainly

logistics and an element of cost.

The Poulenc requires around

47 players. After discussions between Michael and the
NLSO’s Musical Director, it became apparent that the
scoring didn’t allow for any reduction in instrumentation
and there is simply no safe way of getting nearly 190
people on stage assuming a choir of 140. I'm very
disappointed with this as the Poulenc is a particular
favourite of mine and | know it is also for many of you, but |
accept the professional opinion and recommendation
submitted by Michael and the NLSO. In its place, the choir
will do Vivaldi's short Magnificat and the orchestra will
perform Mendelssohn’s Hebrides Overture.

The focal point of the season, though, will be our return to
Guildford Cathedral, venue for many highly successful and
memorable concerts in the past, notably Elgar's The
Dream of Gerontius (1999) and the stunning Verdi
Requiem (2004). How can we possibly top that one? You
clearly rise to the challenge when putting on a big show in
such a marvellous venue and you deliver in bucket loads
each time! Any major concert like this involves substantial
cost when using an orchestra and the NQHO is no
exception. They are, on the other hand, extremely good

and we continue to have a splendid
working relationship  with them.
More to the point is that they clearly
enjoy working with us, and with
Michael in particular. We have long
felt that we could get better mileage
out of the orchestra on occasions like
this. Therefore, the proposal is to do
a two-work concert, one orchestral,
one choral.

The choral work will be Berlioz’ mighty Te Deum. Although
not quite on the same scale as his Grande Messe des
Morts, it still commands substantial massed vocal and
instrumental forces. It is scored for a double choir in the
form STB-ATB, i.e. only the lower voices split so this is why
the recruitment for lower voices is so crucial. In addition it
makes use of a boys choir and an organ so you can see itis
not exactly a small work! We are delighted that choristers
from both Dulwich College and Kings College School,
Wimbledon will be making up the majority of the boys choir,
and we have invited the lower voices from both Colleges to
take part as well. We will be casting out invitations to other
singers to come and join, with particular focus on the lower
voices for obvious reasons, and the aim is to get to over
200 singers in the main choir and around 50 in the boys
choir. 1 really do believe that you will enjoy this terrific
work. | hadn’'t heard it before Michael suggested it but now
| can't stop playing the CD.

To match this, and to take full advantage of the
instrumental forces at our disposal, the orchestral piece will
be Saint-Saens’ tremendous Symphony No.3 (“Organ”),
the final movement of which will be familiar to many people.
Therefore, it is hoped that these two very different pieces
will attract slightly different audiences and thus result in a
good number of ticket sales. Again your efforts in selling
and publicising this concert will make all the difference to
the financial bottom line. You were fantastic for the Verdi.
I really do hope you'll find the same enthusiasm for this one.

There will very likely be a workshop for this concert, the
tentative dates for which are either the 4th or 11th March
2006 - venue to be advised but probably Dulwich College.

The summer concert will be a little later than usual, in early
June. This will, for obvious reasons, have to be a relatively
cheap concert but that doesn’t mean the music content will
be any less worthwhile. We have some Brahms and Elgar
up our sleeves for this one and further details will be
forthcoming later in the season.

It is important that you make a note in your diary of all the
concert dates for this coming season as soon as you get a
copy of the brochure. What's more get the dates in the
diaries of all your friends so that they have those dates
blocked. The sooner you do this the better and keep
reminding them every now and then leading up to the
concert date.

So what do you think?




Committee Workshop

Towards the end of last season, the Society's committee
had a one day workshop which was held at Tilly’s cottage
in Oxfordshire.  During the session we identified the
choir's strengths & weaknesses using a lot of your
feedback, and also the threats and opportunities that could
affect it. We then looked at ways of building on the
strengths and taking advantage of opportunities so as to
address some of the perceived weaknesses and minimise
the potential threats. A summary of that day is noted
below. Full details will be published separately rather than
here since this newsletter is made available publicly
through the website.

Strengths included our versatility due to our size (although
size could also be a weakness), reputation and the strong
musical team. Obvious weaknesses were the imbalance
of voices, ticket sales and no home venue. A significant
other one was our name and the general concensus was
that it was time to update the name as it is perceived as
holding us back in some areas.

Amongst the threats were the competition for venues,
members and audiences, the loss of members, and not
moving with the times, i.e. some of us need a more flexible
attitude. The opportunities were varied and touched on
increasing the musical education for members, building
local links with schools & colleges, and developing the
Friends scheme and other sponsorship ways.

Recommendations from the team included the following:

* Strong recruitment drive (as mentioned in Michael's
note earlier)

A Come-&-Sing Day to be advertised London-wide

Vocal technique sessions on rehearsal nights

Explore opportunities and grants for youth choir in
assocratlon with the Youth Music organisation

Lrnk with local schools - maybe start after-school club

* Better utilisation of (professional) skills of choir
members particularly in marketing

* Pre-concert workshops involving professionals and/or
expertrse within choir

* Better use of mailing list, including as a means of
encouraglng former members to return

Rernforce rules regarding ticket sales

Recordrng devise popular programme, gain
sponsorshrp maybe use some of latest bequest

Upgrade the choir’'s name - belief that ‘Choral Society’
portrays the wrong image for the type of choir we are, or
\,/cvant/need to be

Greater emphasis on commitment to choir and
marntarnrng standards

* Fixed seating positions a thing of the past - flexibility
must be used to produce better voice blend - Michael has
the final say

* Locate new or less confident singers with or in front of
better/stronger ones to help in
their learning

What can YOU do to help us
move forward with these?

Proposed 2005/2006 Subscription Rates

Type Rate
Standard £100.00
Aged 25 or Under £50.00
Registered Unemployed |[£50.00
Full-time students £15.00

And Finally .....

Things tonote

> Get hold of the new season brochure, note the concert
dates in your diary and ask your friends and family to do
the same. In particular get Saturday 1st April 2006 -
Guildford Cathedral written in. Do it NOW!!!

> Would you be prepared to take over looking after the
Gift Aid task? Liz Holder thinks someone else should
have the opportunity to do this and would be very willing
to explain what needs doing ... it's really not much.

> Around 16 members of the choir sang in a show of items
from hit musicals which was in aid of victims of the
Tsunami disaster. The show’s producers were highly
delighted with WCS'’s contribution.

> The survey on concert dress for the sopranos & altos
has resulted in leaving everything as it was with 75% of
you happy with the current rules or not fussed either way.

’We are still researching the feasibility of taking a long
weekend abroad, probably spring/summer 2007.

}The choir's website is due for a refresh and redesign.
Any thoughts & suggestions on what it should look like
or what it should contain please write to Neil or send him
an email to boss@wimbledon-choral.org.uk.

Do we have your correct email and home addresses?

It is very much easier to make announcements,
It would

etc, by e-mail wherever possible.

really help if you could make sure

you let Laura and Tilly know of
any changes to your email addresses. Also
please ensure that Laura is aware of any
changes to your home address and contact
telephone numbers.

D

Laura can be found at
membership@wimbledon-choral.org.uk
and Tilly at
marketing@wimbledon-choral.org.uk




