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will appear
in print at

just around the
time that the mu-
sical world will
mark the 100th
anniversary of the
birth of Benjamin

Britten, one of England’s most signifi-
cant composers. Britten was born in the
east-coast fishing port of Lowestoft, Suf-
folk, in 1913, on November 22, the feast
of Saint Cecilia, patron saint of music
and musicians (which also happens to
be my own birthday). The focus of this
column is both seasonally and geo-
graphically ap propriate. Britten’s much-
loved Christ mas masterpiece for upper
voices and harp, A Ceremony of Carols,
has strong North American associations:
Benjamin Britten and Peter Pears had
moved to the States a few months before
the outbreak of the Second World War in
1939, for a variety of musical and polit-
ical reasons. They returned to England
in 1942 via Halifax, Nova Scotia, where
Britten is said to have purchased an an-
thology of English medieval poetry. On
the journey across the Atlantic, he set a
number of the poems for treble voices,
collating them upon his return into the
work we now know as A Ceremony of
Carols. His choice of harp as the accom-
panying instrument is attributed to an
earlier (unfilled) commission to write a
harp concerto. Although he had only
learned about the instrument from a
written teaching manual, the Ceremo-
ny’s harp part is impressively idiomatic
and imaginative.
Last summer, in distinctly un-Christ-
massy 100-degree July weather, I spent
a week in the small town of Madison,
Ind. The occasion was the ABRSM Na-
tional Summer Harp Academy, under
the artistic direction of renowned
harpist Carol McClure. The course took
place at the summit of the Clifty Falls
State Park, overlooking the majestic
Ohio River, with breathtaking views in
all directions. More than 50 students,
ranging in age from eight to just under
80, assembled for a week of intense mu-
sical training under the tutelage of no
fewer than nine professional harpists,
led by the Czech Republic’s Jana
Bouskova, one of the world’s most dis-
tinguished performers. Although the
majority of those gathered were
harpists, there were enough players

(students and staff) to make up a small
string ensemble; there were also a few
pianists, several singers, and a trom-
bonist or two (one of whom was Carol’s
multitalented husband, Wes Ramsay,
who is a performer, composer, arranger,
producer, and teacher). 
I was honored to be invited to partic-
ipate as a specialist choral conductor.
My brief was to turn a subset of the
harpists into a choir, with a view to per-
forming the whole of Britten’s Ceremo-
ny at the end of the week. The singers
included a range of course participants,
children, teenagers, and adults, who
sang with varying degrees of confidence
and polish, which was an appropriate
combination given Britten’s well-docu-
mented interest in writing for children
and amateur performers. 
What was particularly unusual about

the way this performance was envis-
aged and rehearsed was that the choir
members were also all learning the harp
accompaniments as part of the week’s
musical tasks, and therefore we had to
approach the work from the point of
view of both singer and player. Indeed,
when we came to the performance it-
self, we had a different accompanist for
each movement, with singers moving
from their places in the choir to slip
onto the stool of an awaiting instru-
ment. Two harps were set up for the per-
formance so that the various attacca
movements could be negotiated with-
out interruption, despite a change in
player. 
Considering the work from the per-

spective of both singer and player pro-
vided illumination and clarification on
many levels. For example, we discussed
the need for harpists to understand the
poetry: the opening chords in “Wolcum
Yole!” need to be phrased as if they
were singing the word “Wolcum,” com-
plete with feminine ending; the trem-
bling trills in “In freezing winter night”
represent the shivering of the child; the
harp part’s rifle-like figuration reflects
the battle imagery in Robert Southwell’s
“This little babe”; the harp creates a
spinning-wheel effect in “As dew in
Aprille” depicting the common image
of Mary at her spinning wheel at the An-
nunciation; the power chords in “Adam
lay i-bounden” accompany the choir’s
enthusiastic shouts of “Thanks be to
God” (Deo gratias). In addition, the
singers need to be aware of their
harpists: every choir’s tendency to sing

behind the beat at “Candelmesse,
Quene of bliss” in “Wolcum Yole” caus-
es dread for harpists, since their contin-
uous eighth-note figuration becomes
impossible if the singers drag; the alter-
nations between 6/4 and 3/2 time in
“Balulalow” need to be sung rhythmi-
cally if the harp’s cradle-rocking figura-
tion is to remain uninterrupted; all
choirs are prone to rushing through
“This little babe,” but the accompani-
ment is likely to prompt an acute case of
repetitive strain injury if it is allowed to
run away. The fact that the choir mem-
bers for this performance were all
harpists as well as singers allowed us to
work in detail on the relationship be-
tween the vocal parts and the 
accompaniment.
For me personally, one of the real
highlights of the course was having my
first (and thus far, only) harp lesson. Af-
ter a week of convincing both singers
and players of the value of a compre-
hensive understanding of the work, it
became clear that my own horizons
needed expanding. Carol McClure took
me aside, and after a variety of hand-po-
sition exercises, sat me down at a beau-
tiful ebony grand concert harp, and al-
lowed me to pluck out “Twinkle,
twinkle little star.” By the end of 15
minutes, I had learned every harpist’s
favorite glissando, that at the end of
“Adam lay i-bounden,” which leads
into the Recessional (though, truth be
told, I didn’t always land completely
convincingly on the top A at the end). 
Like any residential summer music

course, the ABRSM National Summer
Harp Academy aimed to provide its par-
ticipants with intense musical disci-
pline, rigor, and perspective. They cer-
tainly achieved these goals on every
level, and with particular success in the
imaginative and detailed way in which
we were able to study A Ceremony of
Carols. Upon his return to the UK, Brit-
ten allegedly stated that America had
“all the faults of Europe and none of the
attractions”—perhaps he might have
felt differently if he’d spent a week
overlooking that lovely view of the
Ohio River!
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