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Welcome

Yes, there is room here for Handel’s genius, for 
Charles Jennens’ inspired libretto, and for the 
sheer abundance of unforgettable tunes. But 
that only takes us so far. The rest is ineffable yet 
undeniable, springing from that most magical of 
alchemies – shared, live cultural experience.
This evening’s Messiah marks another milestone 
in AAM’s long relationship with the work. Nearly 
half a century ago, we were the first orchestra to 
record it in something like the style and scale of 
Handel’s own era, and tonight we continue that 
tradition of intimacy, grandeur and joy, always 
with a desire to make the music sound is if the 
ink were still wet on the page.

I am delighted to welcome a truly exceptional 
quartet of soloists – Nardus Williams, 
Reginald Mobley, Thomas Walker and Ashley 

Riches – alongside our acclaimed choir and 
instrumentalists. Together, under the direction of 
Laurence Cummings, they will bring fresh voice 
to a masterpiece that always has something new 
to say.

No technology could ever replace what we are 
about to experience together. Enjoy it, and on 
behalf of all of us at AAM, allow me to wish you 
joy, peace and all the very best for the festive 
season.

Ask ChatGPT to write a ‘Welcome’ statement for Handel’s Messiah and you’ll 
likely be served the usual clichés: soaring choruses, profound arias, timeless 
masterpiece etc etc... What you won’t get is any real sense of why we return to 
this oratorio year after year, and why it feels so comforting to share it in secular 
communion with others. 
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Academy of Ancient Music was founded in 1973, with a mission that 
seemed revolutionary at the time. It began with a simple, radical question: 
what could historical research tell us about the way the composers of 
the 17th and 18th centuries approached their music? Our founder, the 
harpsichordist Christopher Hogwood, hoped that ‘by studying their 
manuscripts and instruments, by returning to the colours, the style and 
clarity of their individual periods, we can rediscover their works.’

It was a bold ambition. AAM was not alone 
in its field, but it was in the vanguard, making 
recordings of Handel, Purcell, Mozart and 
many more that have helped to define the 
way we play – and listen – today. We’re 
proud of our recordings (more than 300), 
and of our partnerships with some of the 
most inspirational and inquisitive artists in 
the field, such as Richard Egarr and Robert 
Levin – with whom, in 2024, we completed 
the first ever recorded cycle of Mozart’s 
works for keyboard and orchestra.  

Today, under the direction of Laurence 
Cummings, AAM is reaffirming its founding 
values. We manage our own record label, 
and through our education programme 
AAMplify we’re sharing our expertise 
with emerging performers and listeners. 
Above all, we give live performances that 

put our principles and our scholarship 
into living, inspirational practice.

For our audiences, the results can be 
transformative; refreshing, in fact, in all 
sorts of surprising ways. ‘The music doesn’t 
just wash over you’ is one reaction that 
we’ve heard: ‘You’re pulled into each part … 
rawer and more elemental, and yet softer, 
organic.’ That’s the aim, of course. Great art 
should be startling, vital, moving – but never 
routine. In its sixth decade AAM continues 
to explore: uncovering forgotten repertoire, 
and charging even familiar classics with 
an emotional conviction that sweeps away 
barriers and unites performer and listener 
alike. You might even call it transcendent. 
To discover the world anew is one of life’s 
most fulfilling experiences – one that 
AAM aims to share every time it plays.
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Messiah is, however, unusual among 
Handel’s oratorios. Its libretto is not a freshly 
written one but a patchwork of short texts 
drawn from the Bible, and it is not a dramatic, 
opera-style presentation of a story with the 
singers taking named roles, but a piece in 
which the soloists and chorus adopt different 
roles at different times, from prophet to 
believer, angel to evangelist. Christ himself 
is neither directly represented nor quoted.   

The subject and its treatment were the 
brainchild of Charles Jennens, a gentleman 
scholar, devoted admirer of Handel’s 
music, and staunch defender of traditional 
church doctrine in an age when religious 
scepticism was on the rise. Having already 
helped the composer with librettos for the 
oratorios Saul and L’Allegro, il Penseroso 
ed il Moderato (and possibly Israel in 
Egypt as well), his idea for Messiah was to 
juxtapose Old Testament prophesies and 
New Testament narrative to emphasise 
the parallels between them, thus affirming 
the inevitability of Christ’s coming and 
his status as redeemer and saviour.
Jennens gave Handel the libretto in the 
summer of 1741, Handel composed the music 
in August and September and, having taken 

it with him on an extended trip to Dublin over 
the winter, gave its premiere to a packed 
house at the Great Music Hall in Fishamble 
Street, Dublin, on 13 April 1742. ‘Words are 
wanting,’ the Faulkner’s Dublin Journal 
declared, ‘to express the exquisite Delight it 
afforded to the admiring crowded Audience.’ 
The Bishop of Elphin was among those 
present, and observed that the listeners 
seemed ‘thoroughly engaged from one 
end to the other. And to their great honour, 
tho’ the young & gay of both Sexes were 
present in great numbers, their behaviour 
was uniformly grave and decent, which 
Show’d that they were not only pleas’d but 
affected with the performance.’ Clearly the 
strange new oratorio hit a receptive nerve. 
When, however, Handel brought it 
back to London the next year to his 
usual opera venue, the Covent Garden 
Theatre, controversy over perceived 
blasphemy meant that it struggled at first 
for acceptance. A few days before its 
London premiere under the tentative title 
of ‘A New Sacred Oratorio’ on 23 March, 
a ‘profess’d Lover of Musick’ writing in the 
Universal Spectator thundered that ‘An 
Oratorio either is an Act of Religion, or it 
is not; if it is, I ask if the Playhouse is a fit 

George Frideric Handel (1685-1759)

Messiah HWV 56 (1742)

For close on three centuries, Messiah has been among the world’s favourite 
oratorios. An inspiration to generations of composers to write large-scale 
choral works of similar elevated tone – from Haydn’s Creation, through 
Mendelssohn’s Elijah and Elgar’s The Dream of Gerontius to Tippett’s A 
Child of Our Time and Sir James MacMillan’s Christmas Oratorio – it has 
been a staple of the choral society repertoire, familiar and comforting to all, 
especially in this country, where it has become part of the nation’s musical 
fabric. Today, when many of Handel’s 20-or-so other oratorios have come 
back into the repertory, the fact that it has continued to hold its power over 
the listener is a testament to the conviction and genius of its creator. 

temple to perform it in, or a Company of 
Players fit Ministers of God’s Word’. Messiah 
proceeded to take its chances among 
Handel’s more conventionally dramatic 
oratorios of the 1740s, but performances 
of it were notably few. It was only when 
a series of annual presentations was 
instituted in 1750 in charitable support 
of Thomas Coram’s Foundling Hospital 
(thus perhaps chiming more cleanly with 
its exalted atmosphere) that its accession 
to the status of national treasure began. 

To this day it has not faltered, though 
perceptions have changed over time. The 
music historian Charles Burney must have 
had the charity performances in mind when 
he wrote in 1785 that Messiah had ‘fed 
the hungry, clothed the naked, fostered 
the orphan, and enriched succeeding 
managers of Oratorios, more than any 
single musical production in this or any 
country’. And there is no doubt that it was 
the sheer overwhelming power of the 
music that impressed the audience at 
the Handel commemoration concerts in 
May 1784, when Messiah was performed 
in Westminster Abbey by an ensemble 
of over 500. ‘We were elevated into a 
species of delirium,’ reported The European 
Magazine, while one Mary Hamilton, who 
attended in the company of Burney, Sir 
Joshua Reynolds and James Boswell, 
found the spectacle ‘sublime. So universal 
a silence, So great a number People’. 

These Messiah performances were so 
successful that they continued for several  
years. In June 1791 the audience in the Abbey 
included no less a figure than Haydn, then 
on the first of his London visits, who was 
likewise bowled over by the music’s power, 
telling one of his early biographers he had 
been ‘struck as if he had been put back to 
the beginning of his studies’. It would not 

be stretching the truth too far to say that 
Haydn’s own oratorio masterpiece,  
The Creation, owes its existence to that  
very moment.

For all those early controversies, the idea 
that the sanctity of the King James Bible was 
the sort of thing the great Handel ought to 
be setting surely fuelled the pious veneration 
in which the work was held in the 19th 
century, when the scale of its performances, 
in particular at the Crystal Palace Handel 
festivals which ran from 1857 to the end of 
the First World War, reached new heights 
of immensity, involving upwards of 3,000 
performers drawn from around the country. 
Messiah had become improving music 
for the people, linked (as writer Jonathan 
Keates has put it) with ‘patriotic ideas of 
Englishness, Protestantism, collective 
worship and that inherent democracy of 
choral singing that played such a vital  
role in the lives of civic communities in  
the industrial towns of England’s North  
and Midlands’. 

For many today such things still count 
towards its lasting potency. But the 
last 60 years or so have seen a shift in 
perceptions of the work, if not so much 
in terms of its expressive potency or 
religious-philosophical message, then 
in its musical scale, textural clarity and 
quickness of dramatic communication. 
This has largely been through attempts 
to restore the musical expectations of 
Handel’s time through attention to the 
instrumental sounds, smaller numbers of 
singers and players, and the performing 
practices the composer would have known. 
As early pioneers of this approach, the 
Academy of Ancient Music were among 
the very first to perform Messiah on period 
instruments on their 1979 recording with the 
Choir of Christ Church Cathedral, Oxford, 
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conducted by the Academy’s founder 
Christopher Hogwood. The recording is still 
widely acknowledged as having brought 
new life to a familiar old masterpiece.

Messiah divides into three parts:

Part 1: The coming of the Messiah is 
foretold by the prophets and announced 
as a real event to the shepherds on the 
hills around Bethlehem, the latter in a 
delightfully evocative Christmas sequence 
which starts with the drony sounds of the 
shepherds’ bagpipes in the orchestral ‘Pifa’.   

Part 2: The dramatic and emotional core 
of the piece, depicting Christ’s Passion and 
Resurrection. It takes in the scorn of the 
crowd (‘He trusted in God that he would 
deliver him’) and the anguish and pity of the 
onlooker (‘He was despised’ and ‘Behold 
and see’), but rises swiftly from the low-
point of ‘He was cut off out of the land of the 
living’ to climax in the joyous celebratory 
outburst that is the ‘Hallelujah’ chorus.   

Part 3: A vision of the world made possible 
by Christ’s victory over death, moving from 
the serene contemplation of ‘I know that my 
redeemer liveth’ through glad anticipation 
of the Last Judgment (‘The Trumpet shall 
sound’) to an imposing view of Christ 
reigning in Heaven (‘Worthy is the Lamb’).

As it happened, Handel, though a devout 
Christian, was not as interested in 
contemporary religious affairs as was 
Jennens. His creative response to the 
words he was given was based, as ever, on 
his innate sense of theatre and penetrating 
understanding of human nature. As a man 
who had travelled Europe and conversed 
with kings, cardinals, carpenters and 
countertenors, his parameters were always 
going to be wider than those of the erudite 

but provincial Jennens, and having received 
his worthy libretto, he let his imagination 
run with it. Many of the solo arias in Messiah 
show his long experience of the opera house: 
the fizzing violins and wide leaps in the 
voice part of ‘Why do the nations rage do 
furiously together’ make it a typical example 
of stage anger; there is operatic showiness 
in the fast music of ‘But who may abide’ and 
‘Rejoice greatly’, and the heartrending ‘He 
was despised’ recalls some the arias he had 
written for his noblest operatic heroines.             

Ultimately, though, it is the presence of the 
chorus that makes the greatest impact. 
This is not just because Handel could write 
for choir with more flair and imagination 
than anyone before or since, but because 
we as listeners cannot help feeling a more 
personal connection to the music when 
a choir is involved. In Messiah the chorus 
seems somehow to represent us in our 
virtues and faults, whether we consider 
ourselves among the community of believers 
or just folk possessed of ordinary human 
feelings. The ever-compassionate Handel 
knew this, just as he understood that the 
natural inclusiveness of choral singing holds 
a cherished place in the British musical 
consciousness. It was what helped his 
oratorios take wing in past times,  
and it still is now.    

Programme note © Lindsay Kemp

Symphony
Grave — Allegro moderato

Accompagnato (tenor)
Comfort ye, comfort ye my people, 
saith your God. Speak ye comfortably 
to Jerusalem, and cry unto her, that her 
warfare is accomplished, that her iniquity 
is pardoned. The voice of him that crieth in 
the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the 
Lord, make straight in the desert a highway 
for our God.

Air (tenor)
Every valley shall be exalted, and every 
mountain and hill made low: the crooked 
straight, and the rough places plain:

Chorus 
And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, 
and all flesh shall see it together: for the 
mouth of the Lord hath spoken it.
ISAIAH 40.1-5

Accompagnato (bass)
Thus saith the Lord of Hosts: Yet once, a 
little while, and I will shake the heavens and 
the earth, the sea and the dry land, and I 
will shake all nations, and the desire of all 
nations shall come.

The Lord, whom ye seek, shall suddenly 
come to his temple, even the messenger of 
the covenant, whom ye delight in; behold, 
he shall come, saith the Lord of hosts.
HAGGAI 2.6-7, MALACHI 3.1

Air (countertenor)
But who may abide the day of his coming? 
and who shall stand when he appeareth? 
for he is like a refiner’s fire.
MALACHI 3.2

Chorus
And he shall purify the sons of Levi, that 
they may offer unto the Lord an offering in 
righteousness.
MALACHI 3.3

Recitative (countertenor)
Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a 
son, and shall call his name Emmanuel, God 
with us. 
ISAIAH 7.14, MATTHEW 1.23

Air (countertenor and chorus)
O thou that tellest good tidings to Zion, get 
thee up into the high mountain; O thou that 
tellest good tidings to Jerusalem, lift up thy 
voice with strength; lift it up, be not afraid; 
say unto the cities of Judah, Behold your 
God! Arise, shine; for thy light is come, and 
the glory of the Lord is risen upon thee.
ISAIAH 40.9, 60.1

Accompagnato (bass) 
For, behold, darkness shall cover the earth, 
and gross darkness the people: but the Lord 
shall arise upon thee, and his glory shall be 
seen upon thee. 
And the Gentiles shall come to thy light, and 
kings to the brightness of thy rising. 
ISAIAH 60.2-3 

Messiah libretto

Part the First

Please turn the page quietly
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Chorus
Glory to God in the highest, and peace on 
earth, good will towards men!
LUKE 2.13-14

Air (soprano)
Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion; shout, 
O daughter of Jerusalem: behold, thy 
King cometh unto thee: he is the righteous 
Saviour, and he shall speak peace unto the 
heathen.
ZECHARIAH 9.9-10

Recitative (countertenor)
Then shall the eyes of the blind be opened, 
and the ears of the deaf unstopped. Then 
shall the lame man leap as an hart, and the 
tongue of the dumb shall sing.
ISAIAH 35.5-6

Duet (countertenor, soprano)
He shall feed his flock like a shepherd, and 
he shall gather the lambs with his arm, and 
carry them in his bosom, and gently lead 
those that are with young.

Come unto him, all ye that labour, come 
unto him that are heavy laden, and he will 
give you rest. Take his yoke upon  
you, and learn of him; for he is meek and 
lowly of heart: and ye shall find rest unto 
your souls.

Chorus
His yoke is easy, his burthen is light.
ISAIAH 40.11, MATTHEW 11.28-29

INTERVAL: 20 MINUTES

Air (bass) 
The people that walked in darkness have 
seen a great light: and they that dwell in the 
land of the shadow of death, upon them 
hath the light shined. 
ISAIAH 9.2

Chorus
For unto us a child is born, unto us, a son is 
given: and the government shall be upon 
his shoulder: and his name shall be called  
Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty God, The 
everlasting Father, The Prince  
of Peace.
ISAIAH 9.6

Pifa – Pastoral Symphony 

Recitative (soprano)
There were shepherds abiding in the field, 
keeping watch over their flock  
by night.

Accompagnato (soprano)
And, lo, the angel of the Lord came  
upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone 
round about them: and they  
were sore afraid.

Recitative (soprano)
And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, 
behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, 
which shall be to all people.  
For unto you is born this day in the city of 
David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord.
LUKE 2.8-11

Accompagnato (soprano)
And suddenly there was with the angel a 
multitude of the heavenly host praising God, 
and saying,

Accompagnato (tenor) 
Thy rebuke hath broken his heart; he is full 
of heaviness: he looked for some to have 
pity on him, but there was no man, neither 
found he any to comfort him.	  
PSALM 69.20	   

 
Arioso (tenor) 
Behold, and see if there be any sorrow like 
unto his sorrow.	   
LAMENTATIONS 1.12  

 
Accompagnato (tenor) 
He was cut off out of the land of the living: 
for the transgressions of thy people was he 
stricken.	   
ISAIAH 53.8	   

 
Air (tenor) 
But thou didst not leave his soul in hell; 
nor didst thou suffer thy holy one to see 
corruption.  
PSALM 16.10 

 
Chorus 
Lift up your heads, O ye gates, and be ye 
lift up, ye everlasting doors: and the King of 
Glory shall come in. 
Who is this King of Glory? The Lord strong 
and mighty, the Lord mighty in battle. 
Lift up your heads, O ye gates, and be ye 
lift up, ye everlasting doors: and the King of 
Glory shall come in. 
Who is this King of Glory? The Lord of 
Hosts, he is the King of glory.	  
PSALM 24.7-10 

Part The Second

Chorus 
Behold the Lamb of God, that taketh away 
the sin of the world. 
JOHN 1.29 

 
Air (countertenor) 
He was despised and rejected of men, a 
man of sorrows and acquainted with grief. 
He gave his back to the smiters, and his 
cheeks to them that plucked off the hair: he 
hid not his face from shame and spitting. 
ISAIAH 53.3, 50.6 

Chorus
Surely he hath borne our griefs and carried 
our sorrows. He was wounded for our 
transgressions, he was bruised for our 
iniquities: the chastisement of our peace was 
upon him;

Chorus
And with his stripes we are healed.

Chorus
All we like sheep have gone astray; we have 
turned every one to his own way; and the 
Lord hath laid on him the iniquity of us all.
ISAIAH 53.4-6

Accompagnato (tenor)
All they that see him, laugh him to scorn: 
they shoot out their lips, and shake their 
heads, saying,

Chorus
He trusted in God that he would deliver him: 
let him deliver him, if he delight  
in him.
PSALM 22.7-8

Please turn the page quietly
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Duet (countertenor, tenor) 
O death, where is thy sting? O grave, where 
is thy victory? 
The sting of death is sin, and the strength of 
sin is the law.	   
 
Chorus 
But thanks be to God, who giveth us the 
victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 
1 CORINTHIANS 15: 54-57	  

 
Air (soprano) 
If God be for us, who can be  
against us?	   
Who shall lay any thing to the charge of 
God’s elect? It is God that justifieth. Who is 
he that condemneth? It is Christ that died, 
yea rather, that is risen again, who is at the 
right hand of God, who makes intercession 
for us. 
ROMANS 8.31, 33-34

Chorus
Worthy is the Lamb that was slain, and 
hath redeemed us to God by his blood, to 
receive power, and riches, and wisdom, and 
strength,and honour, and glory, and blessing. 
Blessing and honour, glory and power be 
unto him that sitteth upon the throne, and 
unto the Lamb for ever and ever. Amen.
REVELATION 5.9, 12-14

Part The Third

Air (soprano)
I know that my redeemer liveth, and that he 
shall stand at the latter day upon the earth; 
And though worms destroy this body, yet in 
my flesh shall I see God. 
For now is Christ risen from the dead,  
the first fruits of them that sleep. 
JOB 19.25-26, 1 CORINTHIANS 15.20

Chorus
Since by man came death, by man came 
also the resurrection of the dead. For as in 
Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all  
be made alive. 
1 CORINTHIANS 15.21-22

Accompagnato (bass)
Behold, I tell you a mystery; We shall not all 
sleep, but we shall all be changed, 
In a moment, in the twinkling of an eye,  
at the last trumpet. 

Air (bass)
The trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall 
be raised incorruptible, and we shall be 
changed. For this corruptible must put on 
incorruption, and this mortal must put  
on immortality.
1 CORINTHIANS 15.51-53

Recitative (countertenor) 
Then shall be brought to pass the saying 
that is written, Death is swallowed up in 
victory.	   
 

Air (bass)
Why do the nations so furiously rage 
together; and why do the people imagine 
a vain thing? The kings of the earth rise 
up, and the rulers take counsel together: 
against the Lord, and against his anointed. 
PSALM 2.1-2

Chorus
Let us break their bonds asunder: and cast 
away their yokes from us. 
PSALM 2.3

Recitative (tenor)
He that dwelleth in heaven shall laugh 
them to scorn: the Lord shall have them in 
derision.
PSALM 2.4

Air (tenor)
Thou shalt break them with a rod of iron: 
thou shalt dash them in pieces like a 
potter’s vessel. 
PSALM 2.9

Chorus
Hallelujah, for the Lord God Omnipotent 
reigneth. Hallelujah!
The kingdom of this world is become the 
Kingdom of our Lord, and of his Christ; 
and he shall reign for ever and ever. King of 
Kings, and Lord of Lords. Hallelujah!
REVELATION 19.6, 11.5, 19.16

Recitative (tenor) 
Unto which of the angels said he at any 
time, Thou art my Son, this day have I 
begotten thee? 
HEBREWS 1.5	   

 
Chorus 
Let all the angels of God worship him.	   
HEBREWS 1.6  

 
Air (countertenor) 
Thou art gone up on high, thou hast led 
captivity captive, and received gifts for 
men: yea, even from thine enemies, that the 
Lord God might dwell among them.	   
PSALM 68.18  

 
Chorus 
The Lord gave the word: great was the 
company of the preachers.	   
PSALM 68.11	   

 
Air (soprano) 
How beautiful are the feet of them that 
preach the gospel of peace, and bring glad 
tidings of good things!	   
ISAIAH 52.7, ROMANS 10.15

Air (soprano) 
Their sound is gone out into all lands,
and their words unto the ends of the world.
ROMANS 10.18
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Nardus 
Williams
soprano

This season, she makes her 
role debut in the title role of 
Partenope for ENO under 
Christian Curnyn, reprises 
her role as Contessa in Le 
nozze di Figaro for Den 
Norske Opera & Ballett, and 
will also appear as Asteria 
in Tamerlano for the London 
Handel Festival under 
Laurence Cummings.

In concert, Nardus tours 
Handel’s Solomon with the 
Orchestra of the Age of 
Enlightenment, and returns 
to ENO for Mozart’s Women, 
a concert celebrating the 

women in Mozart’s life, which 
will be filmed for Sky Arts. 
She will also perform at 
Wigmore Hall on International 
Women’s Day with a new 
programme exploring the 
theme of ‘Women and 
Power’, in collaboration  
with Elizabeth Kenny and 
Dame Mary Beard. 

Her debut album, Handel 
in Rome, featuring Handel’s 
Italian cantatas, recorded 
with Dunedin Consort under 
John Butt, was released on 
Linn Records in 2024 to 
great critical acclaim.

Nardus Williams, winner of the Rising Star award at the 
2022 International Opera Awards, has quickly become one 
of the most exciting and versatile British singers of  
her generation. 

Reginald 
Mobley
countertenor

An advocate for diversity 
in music, Reginald became 
the first Programming 
Consultant for Boston’s 
Handel and Haydn Society 
after several seasons leading 
its community-focused Every 
Voice concerts. He also 
leads an AHRC-funded UK 
research project uncovering 
music by historically 
marginalised composers, 
and serves as Visiting Artist 
for Diversity Outreach with 
Apollo’s Fire and Artistic 
Advisor to Portland Baroque 
Orchestra.

Recent highlights include 
solo recitals in Chicago, 
Ghent, Wigmore Hall and 
major European festivals, and 
appearances with ensembles 
such as Philharmonia 
Baroque Orchestra and 
Monteverdi Choir. He has 
also toured Australia with 
Bach Akademie Australia 
and Japan with Bach 
Collegium Japan.

His first solo album for Alpha 
Classics (2023) won both 
Opus Klassik and Edison 
Klassiek awards. 

GRAMMY-nominated American countertenor Reginald 
Mobley is globally renowned for his interpretation of 
baroque, classical and modern repertoire, and leads a 
prolific career on both sides of the Atlantic.

Thomas 
Walker
tenor

Recent concert 
performances include 
Schubert and Mozart Masses 
as well as Mendelssohn Elijah 
with the Scottish Chamber 
Orchestra and Maxim 
Emelyanychev. 

Opera appearances include 
Adam in Scarlatti Il Primo 
Omicidio at both Opéra 
national de Paris and the 
Staatsoper Berlin followed 
by a return invitation to 
Berlin to sing Arnalta in 
L’incoronazione di Poppea; 
Rinaldo in Haydn’s Armida 

with the Basel Chamber 
Orchestra; Monteverdi 
L’incoronazione di Poppea 
with the Budapest Festival 
Orchestra and Iván Fischer; 
and the title role in Rameau's 
Zoroastre at the Komische 
Oper Berlin.

Thomas has recorded a 
wide variety of repertoire 
including Stravinsky Threni; 
Janáček choral works and 
Beethoven Missa Solemnis 
with Cappella Amsterdam 
conducted by Daniel Reuss.

This season Thomas sings Adam in Scarlatti Il Primo 
Omicidio at the Cantans Festival Wroclaw, Rossini Petite 
Messe Solennelle with Ensemble Vocal Lausanne and 
sings Bajazet in Handel’s Tamerlano at the Handel Festival 
Karlsruhe.

Ashley 
Riches
bass

Recent highlights include 
Stravinsky’s Requiem 
Canticles at the BBC Proms 
under Ilan Volkov and the 
BBC Scottish Symphony 
Orchestra, and this season 
sees him perform as Brender 
in Berlioz’s La Damnation de 
Faust with Rafael Payare and 
the Orchestre Symphonique 
de Montréal, Handel’s 
Rinaldo with Harry Bicket 
and The English Concert, 
Tippett’s A Child of Our Time 
under Ryan Wigglesworth 
and the BBC Scottish 
Symphony Orchestra, and 

Norris’s A Christmas Carol 
recital at Wigmore Hall.

He released his debut solo 
recital disc, A Musical Zoo, 
in 2021. His discography 
includes Purcell’s King 
Arthur with the Gabrieli 
Consort & Players under 
Paul McCreesh (BBC Music 
Magazine 2020 Recording of 
the Year), and, most recently, 
Handel’s La Resurrezione 
with The English Concert 
under Harry Bicket.

British bass-baritone Ashley Riches read English at the 
University of Cambridge where he was a member of the 
King’s College Choir under Stephen Cleobury. 
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Laurence 
Cummings
conductor

Frequently praised for his 
stylish performances in 
the opera house, he has 
conducted productions 
across Europe at houses 
including Opernhaus 
Zürich, Theater an der 
Wien, Chatelet Paris and 
Gothenburg Opera. In the 
UK he has been a regular 
guest at English National 
Opera, Glyndebourne 
Festival Opera, Garsington 
Opera and Opera North. 
He made his main stage 
debut at Royal Opera 
House conducting 
Handel’s Jephtha in 2023.

Equally at home on the 
concert platform, he 
is regularly invited to 
conduct both period 
and modern orchestras 
worldwide, including the 
Orchestra of the Age 
of Enlightenment, The 
English Concert, Handel 
and Haydn Society 
Boston, Zurich Chamber 
Orchestra, Moscow 
Chamber Orchestra, 
Jerusalem Symphony, 
and in the UK with Hallé 
Orchestra, Bournemouth 
Symphony, Royal 
Liverpool Philharmonic, 

and Royal Scottish 
National Orchestra. 
His recordings include 
discs with Emma Kirkby 
and Royal Academy of 
Music on BIS, Angelika 
Kirschlager and the Basel 
Chamber Orchestra 
for Sony BMG, Maurice 
Steger and The English 
Concert for Harmonia 
Mundi, as well as a series 
of live performances for 
Accent recorded at the 
Göttingen International 
Handel Festival where 
he was Artistic Director 
from 2011-21. He has also 
released numerous solo 
harpsichord recital and 
chamber music recordings 
for Naxos.

Until 2012 he was Head of 
Historical Performance 
at the Royal Academy 
of Music and is now the 
William Crotch Professor 
of Historical Performance.
Laurence was awarded an 
OBE for services to Music 
in the New Year Honours 
List 2024. 

Laurence Cummings is one of Britain’s most exciting 
and versatile exponents of historical performance 
both as a conductor and a harpsichord player. He 
is Music Director of Orquestra Barroca Casa da 
Música in Porto as well as AAM’s Music Director, and 
celebrated his 25th and final year as Musical Director 
of the London Handel Festival in 2023.

PROGRAMME LAUNCH 20 MARCH

DRAMATIC 
THRILLING 

MAGNIFICENT
GENERAL BOOKING 13 APRIL

3choirs.org 
01452 768928 
@ThreeChoirs

Experience the world’s 
leading and longest running 

choral music festival
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Violin 1
Bojan Čičić 
Liz MacCarthy 
Persephone Gibbs
Oliver Cave
Abel Balzacs

Violin 2
James Toll
George Clifford 
Emilia Benjamin
William Thorp

Viola
Ricado Cuende Isukiza
Thomas Kettle

Cello
Sarah McMahon
Alex Rolton  

Double bass
Judith Evans

Oboe
Leo Duarte
Lars Henriksson

Bassoon
Ursula Leveaux 

Trumpet
David Blackadder 
Philip Bainbridge 

Timpani
Benedict Hoffnung

Theorbo
Kristiina Watt

Harpsichord & Organ
Alastair Ross

Keyboard Technician
Robin Jennings
  

Soprano
Elenor Bowers-Jolley
Danni O’Neill
Emily Owen 
Elspeth Piggott
Claire Ward

Alto
Cathy Bell
Stephanie Dillon
Ruth Kiang
Angharad Rowlands

Tenor
Rory Carver
Richard Dowling
Andrew Henley
James Micklethwaite

Bass
Eoghan Desmond
Richard Latham
Thomas Lowen
Jon Stainsby
Philip Tebb

Founder
Christopher Hogwood CBE 

Music Director
Laurence Cummings OBE 

Chief Executive
John McMunn 

Head of Marketing & Digital
Benjamin Sheen

PR Consultant
Damaris Brown, Artium Media Relations

Programme Editor
Sarah Breeden 

Head of Development
Andrew Chamberlain

Development & Events Co-ordinator
Phyllida Martignetti 

Head of Concerts & Projects 
Amy-Elisabeth Hinds

Librarian
Emilia Benjamin 

AHRC Research Fellow &  
AAMplify Co-ordinator
Leo Duarte

Choir Fixer	 Orchestra Fixer
Ruth Kiang	 Philip Turbett

BOARD OF TRUSTEES

Joe Adams
Elise Badoy
Jane Barker CBE
Paul Baumann CBE LVO (chair)
Jonathan Eley
Daryl Fielding
Malcolm Gammie CBE
Pauline Ginestié
Huw Humphreys
Catherine O'Neill

DEVELOPMENT BOARD

Marianne Aston
Elise Badoy
Hugh Burkitt
Malcolm Gammie CBE
Pauline Ginestié (chair)
Agneta Lansing
Professor Eric Nye

COUNCIL

Richard Bridges
Hugh Burkitt
Alan Clark
Elizabeth de Friend
Kate Donaghy
Matthew Ferrey
Jonathan Freeman-Attwood CBE
Nick Heath
Lars Henriksson
Philip Jones
Christopher Lawrence
Graham Nicholson

Christopher Purvis CBE (Honorary President)
John Reeve
Sir Konrad Schiemann
Terence Sinclair
Helen Sprott
Rachel Stroud
Dr Christopher Tadgell
The Lady Juliet Tadgell
Madeleine Tattersall
Janet Unwin
Kim Waldock

Staff & Trustees
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Instruments of AAM
At AAM we don’t use ordinary musical instruments. We aim to use the types of 
instruments that were around at the time the composers were writing the music we 
play. Through hands-on engagement with this ancient technology we believe this 
adds a freshness to our music-making and allows us to bring out details in the music 
which might be obscured by today’s modern technology.

Leo Duarte, AHRC Research Fellow

The violin family evolved into a recognisable 
form in the middle of the 16th century. 
Instruments such as the medieval fiddle 
had been used to play dance music in the 
previous centuries but makers experimented 
with different sizes of instruments and 
created consorts with larger and smaller 
instruments until around 1650. The Italians 
standardised models with four strings 
tuned in fifths, and began to exploit the 
instruments’ potential outside of dance 
music. The violin's body lenght was the first 
to become standardised around 1700, the 
viola varied in size between c38-c48cm 
and cellos eventually became standardised 
around the start of the 19th century. 

Baroque bows were convex in shape and 
were strung with horsehair. Their lengths 
varied from shorter and lighter bows, 
facilitating a more articulate style, to longer 
and heavier models which encouraged a 
more singing style and allowed an easier 
exploitation of a wide dynamic range. Bow 
design underwent significant changes 

through the 18th century with 
the stick gradually growing 
more parallel to the hair and 
eventually a concave model, 
very similar to modern-day 
bows, was developed by 
the French Tourte family at 
the end of the century. 

The strings themselves 
were made of animal gut, 
which gave the sound a more 

rounded quality when compared to modern 
steel strings. During the course of the 18th 
century, players began to experiment with 
winding a layer of metal over the gut core 
which, according to an English commentator, 
sounded, ‘much better and lowder’.

The playing position of the violin and 
viola was less uniform than it has become 
today. Many players rested the instrument 
somewhere on the chest or against the 
collar-bone instead of gripping it underneath 
the chin, a position which has no need of 
supporting structures such as chin- or 
shoulder-rests. The cello was usually held 
between the legs without the support of a 
spike. Baroque violins, violas and cellos have 
a shorter fingerboard which is less steeply 
angled away from the body and a bridge which 
is lower and less rounded than on modern 
instruments, though by the end of the 18th 
century these fittings reached proportions 
which have remained largely unchanged.

AAM's leader, Bojan Čičić, plays a 1701 
violin by G Tononi of Bologna.

During the 18th century, double basses were 
called ‘contrabasso’, ‘violone’, or ‘violone 
grosso’, though the names did not necessarily 
correspond to different instruments. 
Instruments had between three and six strings 
and were usually shaped like a viol, with sloping 
shoulders and a flat back. They often had frets 
and were strung with very thick strings made of 
animal gut, sometimes overwound with metal. 

One of the most common types, a six-string 
instrument which today we call the G-Violone, 
played at the same pitch as the cello though its 
lowest string could play a fourth lower. Another 
six-string instrument, the so-called D-Violone, 
extended the entire range a further fourth lower 
but its size made it somewhat unwieldy and 

impractical. 
Four-string 
instruments 
tuned an 
octave below 
the cello were 
developed in 
Italy in the late 
seventeenth 
century 
though their spread across Europe was 
slow and limited. During the middle of the 
18th century there was a localised Viennese 
vogue for instruments with five strings 
and a distinctive tuning system which was 
particularly suited for virtuoso solo repertoire. 

The oboe was developed in France in 
the mid-17th century in a process which 
tamed the boisterous nature of the shawm. 
The internal bore was modified and the 
reed was controlled by the players’ lips, 
allowing performers a more nuanced and 
dynamic control over tone production. 

The oboe spread rapidly across Europe and 
was generally made of boxwood with a reed 
made of cane attached to a metal tube. Up 
until about 1800 it was furnished with only two 
keys which, like the other Baroque woodwind 
instruments, meant that chromatic notes had 
to be achieved by using complex fingerings. 

These notes all 
had individual 
colours which 
composers 
exploited to 
subtle artistic 
ends. Later in 
the eighteenth 
century the 
internal bore of the instrument was modified 
again, making it narrower, which favoured the 
upper registers of the instrument and made 
its sound more penetrating and distinct. 

The bassoon was modelled after an earlier 
instrument called the curtal, or dulcian. 
Designs created in the middle of the 
17th century by the same French makers 
who developed the oboe spread across 
Europe alongside those of its smaller 
cousin. The bassoon initially functioned 
as the bass instrument to the oboe band 
but quickly found a place reinforcing 
the bass section of the orchestra more 
generally. Composers also began to exploit 
the bassoon as a solo instrument with 
Vivaldi writing perhaps the most famous 
corpus of concertos for the instrument.

Initially made with only three keys, a fourth was 

added in the 
first part of the 
18th century 
to aid one 
of the more 
intractable 
notes which 
otherwise had 
to be produced 
by an acoustically awkward fingering. As 
the 18th century progressed, up to five more 
keys were added and the internal bore of 
the instrument was narrowed which, as with 
the oboe, allowed composers increasingly to 
exploit the upper registers of the instrument. 
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Trumpets have been used for military and 
ceremonial purposes for millennia. Initially 
short, straight tubes capable of playing 
only one or two notes, by the 18th century 
instruments had grown to between six and 
nine feet long allowing many more notes to be 
played, though these were restricted to notes 
of the so-called harmonic series, a group of 
notes which all belong to one key. The lowest 
notes are spaced far apart but higher notes 

become more closely spaced, facilitating 
the playing of melodic lines. The highest 
register, known as the clarino register, was 
developed in Italy but particularly practised in 
Germany in the early 18th century. Surviving 
instruments, with shallower mouthpieces, 
favour this aspect of the instrument. 

In other European countries the trumpet’s 
national designs and musical styles  
rarely exploited the clarino register, but 
the instrument was still welcomed into the 
orchestra for other subtle and expressive 
purposes. Instrument makers also explored 
ways of increasing the trumpet’s tonal and 
chromatic capabilities through the use of 
slide mechanisms or keys, though these 
usually had a very limited geographic reach. 

Timpani. Drums shaped like a cauldron, 
or kettle, have been in existence since 
antiquity and, as early as the 13th century, 
their function as the bass of the harmony of a 
group of trumpeters was already established. 
The most sophisticated instruments were 
developed in and around Turkey and came 
to the attention of Europeans when the 
Ottoman armies came to Vienna in the 
15th century. The fashion for maintaining a 
specialised timpanist had spread to courts 
as far as England by the reign of Henry VIII.

Struck with wooden or ivory mallets, the drums 
were typically constructed out of a copper 
shell with an animal-skin head attached to 
a hoop. The hoop was connected to screw 
mechanisms with which the head could be 

tightened or 
loosened to 
tune the drum. 
Usually only 
two timpani, 
tuned to the 
tonic and 
dominant notes 
of a piece, were 
played by a 
single player, 
although during the 18th century composers 
occasionally experimented with different 
tunings, required the drums to be retuned to 
different pitches during a single piece and, very 
rarely, added a number of  
extra drums.

The harpsichord developed in the late-14th 
century, most likely in Northern Europe. The 
defining feature of this keyboard instrument is the 
plucking action on the strings. The key, controlled 
by the player’s finger, raises a jack which houses 
a quill. This quill plucks the string as it passes 
upwards, and pivots away silently from the 
string on the way down thanks to a connecting 

sprung axel. Finally the string is damped by a 
piece of cloth at the top of the jack. The strings 
themselves were made either from brass or iron.

A second keyboard, or manual, was often added 
to instruments around the end of the 16th century 
which allowed a second set of strings, tuned an 
octave higher, to be played independently. In the 
middle of the 17th century, French makers added 
a third set of strings tuned to the same notes 
as the lower octave. Plucked further down the 
length of the string, this created a subtly softer 
sound. Makers also found ways of coupling the 
keyboards so that single keys could sound each 
string-set individually or in combination. 

The latest surviving harpsichord was made in 
1800 after which the piano became the most 
prevalent keyboard instrument. 

First documented in 1589 when it was played at a 
grand Medici wedding in Florence, the theorbo 
evolved from the bass lute and had several 
sets, or courses, of double-strings which were 
stopped by the left hand on a fretted fingerboard. 

In addition, a set of long bass strings, so-called 
diapasons, were added. These strings could 
not be stopped by the player but were tuned to 
a scale allowing bass notes to be sounded with 
more strength and resonance. 

The theorbo was commonly used to accompany 
voices and also inspired a substantial solo 
repertory. In larger ensembles it became a 
member of the basso continuo team, helping to 
strengthen the bass and harmony. The theorbo 
spread quickly across Europe and, in 1605, Inigo 
Jones first brought the theorbo to England. Its 
outlandish appearance so shocked the officials 
at Dover that they thought it was “some Engine 
brought from Popish cuntris to destroy the King”! 
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The Tallis Scholars
The Telling 
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3 – 12 July 
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musical instruments worldwide
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I missed Cumming's harpsichord! The Haydn symphony in the second half of the 
concert was the best part and the players really got into their stride.

AAM really do bring the noise. We both thank you for being able to witness AAM 
passion and commitment it was a gift that will stay with us for a very long time.

As renaissance and baroque music lover, I am expecting somewhat different, older 
repertoire from AAM... current trend is too modern for my taste.

The encore was a wonderful touch of humour which rounded off a superb concert.

It is wonderful what you do. It was all great. Entertaining of all sorts, viola player fell 
asleep, the players left, and the very interesting violin concerto – it was all great.

We are visiting from the US for about 10 days. I was pleased that there was a classical 
concert available for the time we were here. We combined it with a trip to the Wren 
Library and a long walk along the Cam. A perfect day.

As a lifelong amateur bassoonist who aspires to be be almost mediocre, Ursula 
Levaux’s contributions to the pre-concert discussion were particularly encouraging: 
good to hear she shares some of my struggles!

First piece dull and disappointing. Second only a bit better. Haydn symphony good 
and familiar. ‘Farewell’ great fun.

I really enjoyed the short context setting interludes between the pieces. And the 
exploding violin (and immediate recovery from it) was amazing!

Keep an eye out for our post-concert survey email,   
and tell us what you think about this evening’s concert.

We love to hear your feedback. Here’s what you said about  
the first concerts of our 2025-26 season in Cambridge and London.

Have your say
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AAM is indebted to the following donors and funders for 
their support of the orchestra’s work.

Thank you

AAM ACADEMY

Music Director’s Circle
Daphne and Alan Clark

Leader’s Circle
Chris Rocker and Alison Wisbeach
Malcolm and Rosalind Gammie

Chair sponsors

Principal Second Violin
Graham Nicholson

Principal Viola
Elizabeth and Richard de Friend

Principal Cello
Dr Christopher and Lady Juliet Tadgell

Principal Flute
Terence and Sian Sinclair

Principal Oboe
Professor Eric Nye

Principal Bassoon
Jane Barker CBE 

Principal Trumpet
Tony and Jackie Yates-Watson

Principal Horn
Joe Adams

Principal Theorbo
John and Joyce Reeve

Principal Timpani 
John and Madeleine Tattersall

Principal Harpsichord / Organ
Nicholas and Judith Goodison's  
Charitable Settlement

Other sponsors: 

Scores & Music Hire
Dr Julia P Ellis

AAM ACADEMY

Anna Gustafson
Lady Alexander of Weedon 
Dr Carol Atack and Alex van Someren 
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Kate Donaghy 
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Christopher Hogwood CBE,  
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Mrs Marilyn Minchom Goldberg 
Professors Eric Nye and Carol Frost 
Catherine O'Neill
Alessandro Orsaria and Julia Chan 
Christopher and Phillida Purvis 
Chris and Valery Rees 
Sir Konrad and Lady Schiemann 
Mr Michael Smith 
Stephen Thomas 
Mrs Janet Unwin 
Julie and Richard Webb 
Mark West 
Christopher White 
Mrs S Wilson Stephens 
and other anonymous donors
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Colin and Lorna Archer
Angela and Roderick Ashby-Johnson
Marianne Aston
Elise Badoy 
Charles and Ann Bonney
Mrs Stephanie Bourne
Adam and Sara Broadbent
Drs Nick and Helen Carroll
Derek and Mary Draper
Nikki Edge
Cristina and Steve Goldring 
Jean Gooder
Noel and Fiona Gordon 
The Hon Mr and Mrs Philip Havers
Miles and Anna Hember
Frances Hogwood
Huw Humphreys
Athene Hunt
Philip Jones
Ali Knocker
Andy Lawrence
Sir Timothy and Lady Lloyd
Mr M & Mrs C Lloyd-Evans
Richard and Romilly Lyttelton
Peter and Frances Meyer
Frank Paget
Nick and Margaret Parker
Rosy Payne
Jane Rabagliati and Raymond Cross
Bruce Ragsdale
Michael and Giustina Ryan
Alan Sainer
The Hon Zita Savile
Thomas and Joyce Seaman
Colin and Brenda Soden
Professor Tony Watts OBE
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Garfield Weston Foundation
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Hugh Burkitt 
Alan J Clark 
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Sir Konrad Schiemann 
Terence Sinclair 

Mark West 
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Jane Barker CBE 
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Hugh Burkitt
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Dr Julia P Ellis 
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Judith Goodison 
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Support our distinctive music-making  
through membership
Become an Academy member, Associate or Friend and help  
secure AAM’s future. New membership starts at £100 per year. 

Scan the QR code to 
find out more

Or contact the Development Team on 
01223 341090

or support@aam.co.uk

Join us
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