
There were frequent performances of music by British composers, often linked to 
specific celebrations such as The Festival of Britain. Excerpts from opera and music 
by modern composers were sprinkled through the repertoire. 

Some of the concerts were particularly notable. The 
performance of Tippett’s Oratorio ‘A Child of Our Time’ 
on 30 November 1946, only two and a half years after its 
World Premiere in London on 19 March 1944, was not 
only conducted by the composer and featured Peter 
Pears and Owen Brannigan as two of the soloists, but was 
also the first provincial  performance of the work. The 
critic of the Birmingham Daily Post praised the Choir “for 
the devotion and conviction with which they interpreted 
the complex score”. 

Some five and a half years later, on 7 
April 1951, the choir gave the first 
publ ic per formance of Or ff ’s 
‘Carmina Burana’ in England. 

Critical reception was very positive - 
“ i t w a s c e r t a i n l y t h e i r m o s t 
a c c o m p l i s h e d a n d c o n fi d e n t 
performance to date”. Sadly it was 
also reported that this was a society “indifferently supported by the public”. 

The Choir joined in national festivities like the Festival 
of Britain in 1951 (performing in the Coventry 
Hippodrome), the 60th Anniversary of VE Day in 2003 
(performing in Coventry Cathedral) and a St George’s 
Day Concert with the Daw Mill Colliery Band in 1998.  

The Choir was also the mainstay of the ‘Christmas 
Crackers’ concerts which were an annual event at 
Warwick Arts Centre in the late 1980’s through to the 
mid 1990’s.  

And it really pushed the boat out for its own 
anniversary celebrations. 
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On 10 May 1969, the Choir performed a 
work specially commissioned for the 
Society’s Silver Jubilee Season. ‘Outcry’, a 
cantata composed by Peter Dickinson was 
described by the composer as “not only the 
sound of the hunted animal or the protest of 
the onlooker but also the horr ified 

recognition of man as an outlaw and an outsider”. 

The piece was conducted by the composer and the soloist was his own sister, 
Meriel Dickinson. 

A complete season of concerts celebrated the Golden Jubilee ... 

 

Then on 3 April 2004, as part of its Diamond Jubilee 
celebrations, the Choir gave the first regional performance 
of Karl Jenkins ‘The Armed Man: A Mass For Peace’, 
something of a scoop for its new musical director, Steven 
Russell who conducted the full orchestral version. Sadly the 
advertised soloist, Mary Plazas was indisposed and her 
place was taken by Yvonne Howard. The work has become a 
modern choral favourite and has appeared in the Choir’s 
repertoire on a couple of occasions, most recently in 
November 2015. 
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In its 70th year the Choir joined with the Collegium Choir in St Mary’s, Warwick, in 
a special programme including Mozart’s ‘Requiem’ recreating the style of 
performance of the 1940’s. 

A quintessentially British musical event is the annual Last Night 
of the Proms concert and, in the 1980s and 1990s, the Choir 
presented its own “Last Night” on 5 occasions. For the first 
concert in 1982, the well-known children’s TV presenter, 
environmentalist and naturalist, Johnny Morris, narrated “Tubby 
the Tuba”. On a separate occasion, the raconteur performed his 
own operetta “Lollopalong the Racehorse”. 

In 1989 the Choir presented its “Last 
Night of the Proms” under the watchful 
eye of Sir Henry Wood himself. An 
enterprising choir member contacted the 
Royal Academy of Music and asked if he 
could borrow the bust for the Choir’s own 
tribute to the great man. Much to 
everyone’s surprise, the bust was duly 
loaned for the concert. 

Apart from these “premier” performances, the Society was fortunate enough to 
attract talented soloists and orchestras as these programmes show, including 
Janet Baker, Joan Sutherland, Heather Harper, Owen Brannigan, Norman 
Lumsden, John Carol Case, James Bowman and the great Polish bass Marian 
Nowakowski, all of whom became internationally recognised. 
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On 26 January 1980, the Choir performed Honegger’s ‘King 
David’, an oratorio performed without staging. The narration 
was provided by Richard Baker, a well-known BBC 
newsreader and classical music commentator. 

One of the most performed choral masterpieces is, of 
course, Handel’s ‘Messiah’, which the Choir has presented on 
at least 24 occasions in venues as varied as the old Coventry Hippodrome, the 
Belgrade Theatre, Fillongley Parish Church, Bedworth Civic Hall, Methodist Central 
Hall and the Collegiate Church of St Mary in Warwick. Other favourites have been 
Mendelssohn’s ‘Elijah’ (7 performances), Bach’s ‘St Matthew Passion’ (5 outings) 
and Verdi’s ‘Requiem’ performed on at least 8 occasions, followed by Haydn’s 
‘Creation’ and Mozart’s ‘Requiem’, both performed at least 4 times. 

Foreign affairs 

The Choir also travelled. In 1996 they made a trip to Caen in France where they 
gave a concert of English Music to the French audience.  The tour was particularly 
memorable for two reasons. Firstly, a route miscalculation led to an abortive 
attempt to drive a 3m high coach under a 2.6m high bridge. And secondly, a 
number of choir members were mistaken for a funeral party as, dressed in the 
usual all black concert garb,  they carried keyboards from the concert venue to 
waiting cars. Onlookers bowed their heads and kept a respectful silence as the 
“coffins” filed past. Two years later there was a return visit by the French choir. And 
six months after that, the Coventry Philharmonic hosted an Italian Choir. 
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