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 T he original impetus for Ian Venables to compose a Requiem came from 
his friends, Bryce Somerville and his sister, Cynthia. Initially, Venables 
demurred, but he did agree to write an independent short work 

suitable for a memorial service. His search for a text led him to the Mass 
for the Dead and he set the Introit, ‘Requiem aeternam’, which was sung at 
a memorial service for the Somervilles’ late mother, Doreen, in September 
2017. Two months later, it was sung at an All Souls service by the Choir of 
Gloucester Cathedral. Feeling increasingly drawn to the text of the Mass for 
the Dead, and encouraged by Gloucester Cathedral’s Director of Music, Adrian 
Partington, Venables resolved to compose the rest of his Requiem, which was 
first performed by the Gloucester Cathedral choir in November 2018. 

As a highly experienced song composer, Ian Venables has always been a 
discerning selector of texts, choosing words that hold a strong appeal to 
him and which lend themselves to enhancement through music. So it has 
been with the Requiem. In some respects, he has followed the examples of 
Gabriel Fauré and Maurice Duruflé; for instance, omitting most of the words 
of the dramatic ‘Dies irae’ sequence, though, like them, he has set the ‘Pie 
Jesu’ stanza. Venables’ Requiem generally follows the textual structure of 
those two French exemplars but he made a conscious decision not to set the 
‘In Paradisum’; instead he concludes with ‘Lux aeterna’ to which, as we shall 
see, he brings his own personal perspective. There is quite a lot of modal 
writing in the work and the independent organ part is very important.

The Introit begins with a phrase on the organ, then taken up by the voices, 
that will recur frequently during the Requiem. At “Et lux perpetua” the music 
becomes consoling but at “Et tibi reddetur votum in Jerusalem” the mood 
changes to a noticeably more urgent tone. When the urgency subsides, the 
movement gives way to the Kyrie. This begins with a plaintively beseeching 
melody intoned by the trebles, to set the tone for the subdued sense of 
supplication that pervades the movement.  

The Offertorium contains the most dramatic music to date, yet it begins 
with an enthusiastic melody (marked giocoso), first from the tenors and then 
taken up by the full choir. This melody lodges insistently in the listener’s ear. 
The music becomes much more impassioned at “Hostias et preces tibi”. A 
notable feature later on is a rather ominous slow march in 6/4 time (“Hodie 
memoriam facimus”) before the opening theme reasserts itself.

‘Pie Jesu’ is the only a cappella movement in the work; the music is simple 
and direct in its emotional appeal. The words are first heard as a treble solo, 
marked piangevole (plaintively) and then this memorable melody is twice 
repeated in different harmonisations. In this very beautiful movement Ian 
Venables commemorates a dear friend, Gina Wilson, whose unexpected 
death occurred while he was composing the Requiem.   

The Sanctus is in A-B-A form. The outer sections are sung by the trebles and 
altos with delicate organ accompaniment. The music is fluent, gentle and 
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light-suffused, with the frequent changes in metre adding to the sense of 
otherworldliness. The full choir joyfully proclaims “Hosanna in excelsis” in the 
middle of the movement; here the chromatic harmonies produce a sense of 
ecstasy. The Benedictus is not set. 

The ‘Agnus Dei’ is marked Teneramente (tenderly). The movement is 
essentially simple in form, but though much of the music is fairly subdued it 
is, nonetheless, highly expressive.

Ian Venables has said that the ‘Libera me’ posed him “the work’s biggest 
creative challenge”. In the end, though, this challenge brought about the 
most urgent and powerful music in the entire work. Much of the choral 
writing is impassioned and the very expressive harmonic language further 
increases the tension in the music. The movement opens with an arresting 
plea for deliverance from the full choir. Eventually a short bass solo acts 
as a bridge to a new idea (“Quando cæli movendi sunt”); here the choir is 
underpinned by ominous writing for the organ. Venables builds on this idea 
at “Dies illa, dies irae”, turning it into an ostinato-like figure in the bass and 
tenor parts over which the upper voices sing. The effect is of a remorseless 
tread, like an implacable march to the grave. A tumultuous climax is reached, 
at the height of which the organ plays the theme which we heard at the very 
start of the work; Venables uses this melody to wind the movement down to 
a quiet, expressive conclusion.

The composer says: “As a metaphor, Lux aeterna (Eternal light) has, for me, 
a transcendental resonance – one that connects our inner world with the 
spiritual world that lies ‘beyond the veil’”. The music in this last movement 
is serene and warm. Much is made of an expansive melody, first sung by 
the trebles and then richly harmonised. Conventionally, one might expect 
a Requiem to conclude with quietly luminous music but Venables has a 
last surprise for the listener. Having traversed a number of keys, the music 
unexpectedly but marvellously moves into bright B major at “Et lux perpetua”. 
With this key choice the music becomes ecstatic. From here on the music 
grows louder and more confident – one of the last markings in the score is 
with warm cheerful radiance. It is as if both singers and listeners are walking 
confidently forward towards perpetual light, ending the work optimistically.

By his own admission, Ian Venables was initially doubtful about composing a 
Requiem. However, when one listens to this rich, eloquent work one has the 
overwhelming sense that this is music that had to be written.   

The remaining music on the disc has been carefully chosen: most of it has 
direct connections with Ian Venables. The one exception is Dedication by 
John Sanders, which Adrian Partington has included as a tribute to one of his 

•
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distinguished predecessors at Gloucester Cathedral. Sanders was the organist 
and Master of the Choristers between 1967 and 1994. This lovely little work, 
one of his last pieces, was written for a wedding service in February 2003. The 
words, written in 1906 by the American Congregationalist Minister, Howard A 
Walter, are the first stanza of a hymn, I would be true. Sanders’ piece is ideally 
simple and direct in its appeal. Twice the music builds from humble origins to 
achieve a radiant climax. The second of these, which ends the piece, strikes a 
particular note of affirmation.    

For a short time in the early 1990s, Ian Venables was a pupil of John 
Joubert, studying orchestration with him. In the last years of his life, at 
Adrian Partington’s instigation, Joubert enjoyed a fruitful relationship with 
Gloucester Cathedral. He was composer-in-residence for the 2010 Three 
Choirs Festival and the Cathedral choir, for whom he wrote music, recorded 
a CD of his church music. It is appropriate therefore to include on this CD, 
his a cappella anthem, O eternal God, Op.183, which was written for the 
choir in celebration of Joubert’s 90th birthday in March 2017. The piece 
was commissioned by Rev. Nicholas Fisher, a long-time Joubert champion 
and the librettist of his An English Requiem (Op.166, 2010). The anthem 
sets a short prayer by the English clergyman, Symon Patrick (1626-1707), 
Bishop of Ely from 1691 until his death. Joubert dedicated the anthem to 
the memory of Michael Perham (1947-2017), who was Bishop of Gloucester 
between 2004 and 2014. The piece opens in a mood of quiet prayerfulness 

but the music soon becomes much more forthright, leading to a heartfelt 
climax. The opening mood and material are revisited and this time a lone 
treble voice is heard from within the choir singing “Amen” in a series of 
melismatic phrases. This moving anthem is a fine example of Joubert’s 
concise, expressive choral music.

Ian Venables has long been an enthusiast for the music of Ivor Gurney. 
Despite his background as a chorister at Gloucester Cathedral, Gurney 
ventured rarely into the field of choral music as a composer. All that is known 
by him is a Psalm chant and two anthems. One of these, Since I believe in God 
the father almighty (1925), was premiered and given its first recording in 
2014 by Adrian Partington and the Choir of Gloucester Cathedral. The other 
surviving anthem, God mastering me is a setting of the first stanza of Gerald 
Manley Hopkins’ poem The Wreck of the Deutschland. The piece was edited 
for performance from Gurney’s manuscript by Ian Venables on behalf of the 
Ivor Gurney Trust; it was first performed in 2015 by Adrian Partington and 
the Gloucester Cathedral choir. Composed between 1921 and 1922 while 
Gurney was living at Longford on the outskirts of Gloucester, it therefore 
just predates his confinement in psychiatric hospitals. A good deal of the 
choral writing is homophonic and even if the word setting does not match 
the best of Gurney’s songs, the setting is nonetheless effective and the 
organ part lends good support to the choir. Ian Venables performed a very 
valuable service to Gurney in rescuing this music from complete obscurity.
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O Sing aloud to God is Venables’ first choral composition. He wrote it in 1993 
to a commission from Cantorus Novi and their conductor, David Soward, 
who gave the premiere at Cirencester Parish Church in January 1994. Since 
then the anthem has been infrequently performed until Jonathan Hope and 
the St Cecilia Singers revived it for a service of Choral Evensong in Gloucester 
Cathedral during the 2019 Three Choirs Festival. The text comprises verses 
from Psalms 77, 81 and 107 and the piece is structured in A-B-A form. 
The opening, appropriately marked Allegro jubiloso, is infectiously joyful, 
irregular rhythms adding to the musical interest. A special delight is the 
frequency with which the organ interjects the opening choral phrase, using 
a bright trumpet stop. The substantial slower section is the heart of the 
work. Here the music’s expressive quality is enhanced by the wonderfully 
chromatic harmonies. The exuberant music of the opening then returns 
to bring the anthem to an exciting conclusion. The piece is dedicated to 
Christopher Palmer (1946-95), the biographer of Herbert Howells, composer 
and multi-faceted champion of British music. Hearing this attractive and 
highly communicative anthem, one can only conclude that the neglect it 
has suffered is completely inexplicable.

John Quinn © 2020

Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine.   
Et lux perpetua luceat eis.  
Te decet hymnus, Deus, in Sion.  
Et tibi reddetur votum  
in Jerusalem.   
Exaudi orationem meam   
Ad te omnis caro veniet.  
Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine.   
Et lux perpetua luceat eis.  
 

Eternal rest grant unto them, O Lord,   
And let perpetual light shine upon them.   
A hymn becomes you, O God, in Zion,   
And to you shall a vow be repaid  
in Jerusalem.   
Hear my prayer,  
To you shall all flesh come.  
Eternal rest grant unto them, O Lord.  
And let perpetual light shine upon them.   

1	 Introit   

Kyrie eleison. 
Christe eleison. 
Kyrie eleison. 

Lord, have mercy upon us. 
Christ, have mercy upon us. 
Lord, have mercy upon us. 

2	 Kyrie   

Ian Venables  
REQUIEM , Op.48
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O Domine, Jesu Christe, Rex gloriae,   
Libera animas  
omnium fidelium defunctorum   
De poenis inferni  
Et de profundo lacu,  
De ore leonis,  
Ne absorbeat eas tartarus,   
Ne cadant in obscurum.   
Hostias et preces tibi, Domine  
Laudis offerimus,  
Tu suscipe pro animabus illis,   
Quarum hodie memoriam facimus.   
Fac eas, Domine, de morte  
Transire ad vitam.   
O Domine Jesu Christe.  
Amen. 

O Lord Jesus Christ, king of glory,  
Deliver the souls of  
all the faithful departed   
From the pains of Hell  
And the bottomless pit,  
From the jaws of the lion,  
Lest hell engulf them,  
Lest they be plunged into darkness.   
We offer you, O Lord,  
Sacrifices and prayers of praise,   
Accept them on behalf of those   
Who we remember this day.  
Lord, make them pass from death 
Into life.  
O Lord Jesus Christ.  
Amen. 

3	 Offertorium   

Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus 
Dominus Deus Sabaoth!
Pleni sunt cæli et terra gloria tua. 
Hosanna in excelsis! 

Agnus Dei,  
qui tollis peccata mundi:
Dona eis requiem.

Agnus Dei,  
qui tollis peccata mundi:
Dona eis requiem sempiternam. 

Holy, holy, holy,
Lord God of Hosts!
Heaven and earth are full of your glory. 
Hosanna in the highest! 

Lamb of God,  
who takest away the sins of the world,
Grant them rest.

Lamb of God,  
who takest away the sins of the world,
Grant them eternal rest.

Pie Jesu, Domine, dona eis requiem. 
Dona eis requiem sempiternam. 

Merciful Lord Jesus, grant them rest; 
Grant them eternal rest.

4	 Pie Jesu   

5	 Sanctus   

6	 Agnus Dei   
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I would be true for there are those who trust me,
I would be pure for there are those who care,
I would be strong for there is much to suffer
I would be brave for there is much to dare

I would be friend of all, the foe, the friendless.
I would be giving and forget the gift.
I would be humble for I know my weakness.
I would look up, and laugh, and love, and live.

9	 John SANDERS:  Dedication  
 Howard A Walter (1883-1918) Libera me, Domine, de morte aeterna,

In die illa tremenda:
Quando caeli  
movendi sunt et terra,
Dum veneris judicare  
saeculum per ignem. 
Tremens factus sum ego, et timeo, 
Dum discussio venerit,  
atque ventura ira. 
Dies illa, dies irae,
Calamitatis et miseriae,
Dies magna et amara valde.
Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine. 

Deliver me, O Lord, from death eternal 
On that awful day. 
When the heavens  
and the earth shall be moved: 
When you shall come to judge  
the world by fire. 
Dread and trembling have laid hold on me, 
And I fear exceedingly because of the 
judgment and of the wrath to come.
O that day, that day of wrath, 
Of sore distress and of all wretchedness, 
That great day and exceeding bitter. 
Eternal rest grant unto them, O Lord.

7	 Libera me  

Lux aeterna luceat eis, Domine,
Cum sanctis tuis in aeternum,
Quia pius es.
Requiem aeternam dona eis Domine. 
Et lux perpetua luceat eis, 
Quia pius es. 

Let everlasting light shine upon them, Lord,
With your saints for ever,
For you are merciful.
Grant them eternal rest, Lord,
And let perpetual light shine upon them,
For you are merciful.

8	 Lux aeterna  

•

O eternal God, 
Endue us with a settled, quiet, and composed temper of spirit,
Like that of the celestial natures.
Make us constant and unmovable in the choice of our happiness.
Fix a perpetual cause of joy in our hearts,
And fill us with that heav’nly sense of things,
Which will be always springing up in delightful thoughts, and comfortable hopes,
And cheerful praises and thanksgivings to you, our God.
Amen.

bl	 John JOUBERT:  O eternal God  
 Symon Patrick (1626-1707) 

[
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God mastering me
Giver of breath and bread
World’s strand, sway of the sea;
Lord of living and dead
Thou hast bound bones and veins in me
And fastened me flesh,
And after at times almost unmade me with dread,
Thy doing – and dost thou touch me afresh
Over and over again I feel that finger and find thee.

O sing aloud to God my strength.
Make a joyful noise
Unto the God of my salvation,
O come, sing with songs of praise 
And make a joyful noise 
Unto the Lord our God. 
Give thanks unto the Lord our God.
Lord hear me, I call thee with my whole heart,
My soul longeth for thy salvation.

bm	 Ivor GURNEY:  God mastering me  
 Gerard Manley Hopkins  (1844-89) 

bn	 Ian VENABLES:  O Sing Aloud to God   
 From Psalms 77, 81 and 107

Lord hear me and show the light of thy countenance,
For thy loving kindness shall comfort me forever.
In my trouble I will call up on thee
And complain unto God who shall deliver me from my enemies. 
Lord hear me and have mercy,
Lord hear me and lighten my eyes.
Let my soul live and I shall praise thee,
For thy loving spirit shall lead me forth forever.
Guide me in thy ways and I will walk with thee
In the paths of righteousness with my whole heart.
I will praise thee for evermore. 

Ian Venables
Piano Quintet Op.27

SOMMCD 0101

“Who said tuneful music is dead?”

International Record Review

Also on SOMM Recordings:
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I A N  V E N A B L E S  s t u d i e d 
composition with Richard 
Arnell at Trinity College of 
Music, London and later with 
John Joubert, Andrew Downes 
and John Mayer at the Royal 
Birmingham Conservatoire. His 
works encompass many genres 
and he has added significantly 
to the canon of English art song. 

Described as “Britain’s greatest 
living composer of art song” (Musical Opinion) and “a song composer as fine 
as Finzi and Gurney” (BBC Music Magazine), Ian Venables has written over 
80 works in this genre, including eight song-cycles: Venetian Songs – Love’s 
Voice, Op.22 (1995); Invite to Eternity, Op.31, for tenor and string quartet 
(1997); Songs of Eternity and Sorrow, Op.36, for tenor, string quartet and piano 
(2004); On the Wings of Love, Op.38, for tenor, clarinet and piano (2006); The 
Pine Boughs Past Music, Op.39, for baritone and piano (2009); Remember This, 
Op.40, a cantata for soprano, tenor, string quartet and piano (2011); The Song 
of the Severn, Op.43, for baritone, string quartet and piano (2013) and Through 
These Pale Cold Days, Op. 46, for tenor, viola and piano (2016).

Beyond the world of art song he has written many chamber and choral works 
that include a Piano Quintet (Op.27, 1995); String Quartet (Op.32, 1989); 
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Awake, awake, the world is young, Op.34, for mezzo-soprano, strings, brass, 
percussion and organ (2000); Requiem, Op.48 (2019) as well as smaller pieces 
for solo instruments and piano. 

Ian Venables is President of the Arthur Bliss Society, a Vice-President of 
the Gloucester Music Society, Chairman of the Ivor Gurney Society and an 
Honorary Fellow of Exeter University. 

His music is published by Novello and Co. (Wise Music Classical) and has 
been recorded on the Regent, SOMM, Signum and Naxos labels. 

www.ianvenables.com             www.wisemusicclassical.com

    

ADRIAN PARTINGTON has had a varied career as conductor, chorus master, 
pianist and organist. He is currently Director of Music at Gloucester Cathedral, 
Artistic Director of the Gloucester Three Choirs Festival – Europe’s oldest 
music festival – and Artistic Director of the BBC National Chorus of Wales.

Adrian was Organ Scholar at King’s College, Cambridge under Sir Philip 
Ledger and, prior to that, was a student at the Royal College of Music where 
he studied with Herbert Howells. 

Adrian became Director of Music at Gloucester Cathedral in 2007 and since 
then has directed four Three Choirs Festivals, taken the Cathedral Choir to 
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sing in Canada, Germany, 
South Africa and Sweden 
and made several CDs.

Adrian also enjoys a busy 
career as a choral  and 
orchestral conductor. He 
has been Artistic Director 
of the BBC National Chorus 
of Wales since 1999. Since 
his appointment, he has 
prepared the chorus for over 
150 concerts and broadcasts, many of which he has conducted himself. 
Particular conducting highlights in recent years for the BBC have included 
performances of Delius’s Requiem, Vaughan Williams’ Symphony No.7, 
Beethoven’s Triple Concerto, Sir James Macmillan’s Seven Angels and much 
contemporary music. 

For 12 years, he has been privileged to conduct the Philharmonia both 
at the Three Choirs Festival and the Royal Festival Hall, at St. John’s Smith 
Square and in several provincial cities. Recent conducting highlights with 
the Philharmonia include Berlioz’s Grande Messe des morts, La damnation de 
Faust, Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, Walton’s Viola Concerto, Elgar’s Cello 
Concerto, The Dream of Gerontius, The Apostles and The Kingdom.

JONATHAN HOPE became 
Assistant Director of Music 
at Gloucester Cathedral 
in 2014, where he is the 
principal organist for the 
cathedral services, director 
of the Cathedral  Youth 
C h o i r,  a cco m p a n i s t  to 
Gloucester Choral Society, 
Musical Director of the Saint 
Cecilia Singers and Festival 
Organist in the Gloucester 
Three Choirs Festivals. Jonathan studied organ with John Belcher and 
David Sanger, and at the Royal College of Music, London with Margaret 
Phillips and Sophie-Véronique Cauchefer-Choplin.

Before coming to Gloucester, Jonathan was Organ Scholar of Winchester 
Cathedral, where he played for the funeral of the composer Sir John Tavener. 
Prior to Winchester, he was Organ Scholar of Southwark Cathedral, London.

Jonathan’s recital career to date has taken him throughout the UK and to 
France, Germany, Italy, the USA and Australia. He has performed recitals at 
Westminster Cathedral, St. Paul’s Cathedral, Westminster Abbey and Saint-
Sulpice, Paris. 
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In 2015 he released his first solo disc, Gloucester Experience (Willowhayne 
Records), featuring Reubke’s mighty Sonata on the 94th Psalm. In 2016 he 
released a DVD, The Grand Organ of Gloucester Cathedral, with Priory Records. 
Jonathan’s third solo recording, Redcliffe Experience (Willowhayne), was 
released in 2019, featuring transcriptions of music by Brahms, Rachmaninov 
and Elgar.

Through his work in the Three Choirs Festival, he has played with the 
Philharmonia Orchestra and worked with guest conductors such as Simon 
Halsey, Martyn Brabbins, Sir Andrew Davis and Edward Gardner. Jonathan 
frequently plays with the BBC National Chorus and Orchestra of Wales and 
has broadcasted live as a performer on both BBC Radio 3 and 4.

    

GLOUCESTER CATHEDRAL CHOIR in its current form has existed for almost 
500 years, since King Henry VIII dissolved the great Abbey of St. Peter at 
Gloucester and founded the Cathedral and the King’s School in 1541. There 
are many references in mediaeval records in the Cathedral Library to the use 
of boys’ voices in worship in monastic days, but what they sang, or when, is 
not recorded.

The choir consists of 18 boys, 20 girls and 12 adults, both professional (Lay 
Clerks) and student (Choral Scholars) singers. Girl choristers were introduced 
in 2016. Week by week, the girls and boys sing separately, combining for the 

festivals of Christmas and Easter, and for recordings and foreign tours. The 
choir sings seven services each week in term time at least twice per year for 
the BBC, and sings regular services and concerts in churches in the Diocese 
of Gloucester. 

The choir undertakes foreign tours when possible. In recent years, it has 
toured the USA, Canada and South Africa, and makes regular visits to its 
twin diocese in Sweden: Västerås. In 2019, the Choristers were invited to 
provide the children’s voices for a concert given by the Berlin Philharmonic 
Orchestra in the city’s Philharmonie. They also sang on BBC Christmas 
Eve breakfast television and performed a concert with acclaimed British 
clarinettist, Emma Johnson.

The choir is an integral part of Europe’s oldest music festival, the Three Choirs 
Festival, which was begun c.1715, and is built around the performances of 
the Cathedral Choirs of Gloucester, Hereford and Worcester.

SOMM Recordings would like to thank the following  
for their support of this recording:

Bryce and Cynthia Somerville
John and Pauline Quinn

The John Sanders Society
The Ivor Gurney Trust


