The view from the back row

To take up a task where Cynthia Thompson left off is extremely daunting.  I have accomplished many long-delayed household chores while attempting not to get started on this one.  But The Big Concert and The Dinner are only a few days’ off now;  the hoovering, ironing and washing up are done:  nothing remains but me and the blank screen.  Besides, the last thing Cynthia said to me was that I was a Real Poet — so I muster my courage and begin.  But with this caveat, however:  I do not attempt a Compleat History of Pro Nobis since 1997.  What follows is strictly a view from the back row of the sopranos.

In fact, I remember little of early rehearsals except a sense that this was a close-knit group with a real sense of community.  Coming to feel a part of that community has been a lovely process which illustrates one of the choir’s strengths:  we know each other, and something of each other’s lives (though what exactly Oliver does in Azerbaijan remains a mystery) and meet for more than the music.  More even than the chocolate squares (with the possible exception of some of the basses, who shall remain nameless, but who know who they are).  PN is about people as well as music;  and if that sometimes leads to uncontrollable giggling in the back row of the sopranos, or the screaming of newborns who don’t like Stravinsky, or the basses corpsing en masse because Tony’s thought of something ridiculous, or intense news-bulletins delivered in guilty whispers during pauses for musical direction — well, sorry, Clive, but that’s just how it is.
This sense of friendship and connection meant that Cynthia’s death on the way to rehearsal in January 2002 hit all of us.  I remember walking back into the vestry having phoned A & E, and how the singing petered out as people saw my face and registered the news.  We sang Brazilian Psalm at her memorial service;  we dedicated our June concert to her;  we miss her honesty, kindness and wit.  We grieve the sheer Cynthia-ness of Cynthia, and were blessed to have known her.
Others have come and gone in the twelve years I have been in PN are also missed:  Joanna Ghent, who with Alan is now a faithful audience member;  Val Brodie;  Matt (the tenor);  John Fairhurst abd the youngsters Roseanne, Sarah, Louise and Charlotte.  Though there are stalwarts who have done the full forty years’ PN time, there are always those who come and go — and today we must say goodbye to Moira and wish her well on her London adventure.
As well as the chance to get to know each other, PN has offered us all opportunities to encounter an enormous range of music, from the newly-commissioned to the newly-rediscovered (often, it seems, by Gill and Clive in some musty Spanish church vault!).  Though I can’t speak for anyone else, I know that I have discovered new composers under Clive’s direction, and am glad to have had that chance — glad, too, to have sung this varied repertoire in such a range of places.  The following memories come in no particular order (I have watched too many BBC phone-ins!) but I invite you to recall:  our first day in Swaledale, which looked like Narnia under the warm sun, and where we grappled with Estonian dialect, met the composer, and first discovered Dan’s capacity to sing whatever you threw at him with a remarkable combination of accuracy and gusto!  Remember the proper Methodist High Tea;  remember how Peter’s eyes lit up when he saw the cakes;  remember the oh-ah-oh-ee Homage to Shostakovitch and our plans to recycle our copies on the way home!  Remember, too, the disappointment of our second visit, where even a cup of tea cost 50p and the girls changed, grumbling, in the public loos!
Remember the Monteverdi vespers in the Parish church, with the glorious soloists and Debbie’s choir;  remember the boys pacing importantly up the aisle in their Hildegarde robes and Anna having to breathe loudly so we could all come in on time.  Remember singing in the mustiness of Ravenstonedale, inhaling pure damp essence-of-mouldy-English-church and exhaling into a dead and discouraging acoustic.  Remember singing with the Wordsworths at 2001’s Finzi festival at Cartmel, where they joined us and, under Clive’s direction, God went up with an extremely triumphant shout!  Remember the beauty of Palestrina and, on an earlier occasion, the Reproaches in St George’s, where the acoustic helps everybody feel talented.  Remember Lux Aurumque in the same venue, and how three sopranos, Janet, Jean and I, sang heroically and seamlessly — though I say it myself — throughout the last page!  Back in the Parish Church, remember the debacle that was Walker and Robin Redbreast:  how Ann plucked, from the more-of-a-maelstrom-than-the-composer-intended sound, exactly the right note to pull the piece back together.  Remember Spem there, and how when Clive turned over two pages at once this didn’t seem to impact on our performance;  I wonder, is this a good sign or a bad?  Remember the now-legendary occasion when the lights didn’t come on in St Mark’s and Tony opened the concert singing in the dark, in more senses than one!  Still in our home venue, remember the wonderful workshop with Evelyn:  we all now know what tennis balls and peacock feathers have to do with good singing;  while I personally will not forget Evelyn’s challenge to Jane and me to use our rendition of Purcell to seduce the rest of PN en masse!  I’m glad Peter was kind in his photo-selection for the website…

I have lovely memories of Jane’s Bluebirds in various venues;  of Gill’s last-minute stand-in for a poorly Anna in Roger Cann’s carol;  of working with harpists, chamber groups, stunning soloists.  Remember tackling the Pekhonen, and singing Clucas in front of the composer himself;  remember the Bach for LDSM and Lancaster Cathedral, and singing  polyphony there with a backing track of fireworks.  Remember discovering more Spanish Renaissance music than many of us may have known existed!  And above all, remember how, year after year, Clive and Gill have come up with pieces, programmes, venues, rehearsals and cakes:  how they enable us to come together to talk, make music and lift our spirits together.  I know that, no matter how much I grumble at about half past six on a Thursday evening, I (almost) always come away from PN feeling refreshed and nourished (and not just literally).  I am so glad of that.
And I leave you with the major question:  who has written something in 50 parts for our next big anniversary do?  I hope I’m here to find out.
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