
Chapter Five 

THE AGE OF GOLD 

It was, I think, in 1938, that my father, the minister of 
Fraserburgh Old Parish Church, clambered on to the stage and 
faced the audience which packed the Playhouse Cinema in that 
rugged north eastern fishing town. They had just watched the 
Fraserburgh premiere of the film 'Sixty Glorious Years'. To my 
acute embarrassment, my Dad then led the audience in evening 
prayers. What a gulf lies between that world and ours! Admit- 
tedly, it was a special occasion: the opening of a brand new 
cinema, all green and shiny and, unlike the flea pit down the 
road, wonderfully perfumed. Moreover, it was the first show- 
ing in Fraserburgh of a film in colour. And it was not just any 
film. It was the epic of Queen Victoria's reign, in which Anna 
Neagle played the great lady. Even so, can you envisage in our 
world such a public entertainment ending with worship? Was 
there any suggestion that The Biggest Hogmanay Party In The 
World, which began the Glasgow Year of Culture, should end 
with prayer? 

Between that world of the 30's, and our world of the 90's, 
lie not only the Second World War, the Bomb, and space travel, 
but fundamental alterations in the ambience of both public 
entertainment and public worship. Have they been years of 
improvement in values, or decline - or both -or neither? Are the 
arenas of entertainment and worship now terminally separated, 
or are they coming together in new ways my father would not 
have dreamt of? Which is better - the Golden Age that has gone, 
or the new Golden Age that is coming? 

Sixty years ago, the first - and only other - series of Baird 
Lectures on church music was given by Dr Wauchope Stewart, 
minister of St. Mary's, Haddington; and naturally, they were 



delivered in the language of that more formal age. Were Dr 
Stewart to be beamed back through sixty years, glorious or 
otherwise, to the future Scotland of 1990, not only would he 
find St. Mary's, in its rebuilt form, to be an unfamiliar spectacle; 
he would hardly recognise much of the church music scene. 

But whereas he would surely rejoice over the Lamp of the 
Lothians' glorious renaissance, it is less certain that he would 
regard as glorious all that he would now hear, both outside and 
inside church; for as an ex-Convener of the Kirk's Committee 
on Public Worship, he would no doubt have stringent tests to 
apply to much contemporary music before conceding its help- 
fulness to a christian spirituality. There has been, in these sixty 
years, a revolution: in attitudes to theology, in experience of 
religion, and in the practice of worship; and simultaneously an 
earthquake in the technology of music and entertainment. The 
time seemed ripe, therefore, to attempt an up-date on these 
earlier lectures. And it seemed appropriate to essay such an 
attempt in the heart of Glasgow during its Year of Culture. For 
three reasons, the least significant being that in that year the 
General Assembly met in Glasgow for the first time for 
centuries. 

The other two reasons were related to culture in its wider 
sense. First, that the deepening concentration of the arts in 
Glasgow, in counterpoint to the more overtly 'cultured' Ath- 
ens of the North (Edinburgh), reminded us that liturgy is not 
a hobby for musical or ministerial mandarins, but is the work 
of the people; and second, the location of the lectures, in an 
elegant hall - a regular venue for concerts - reminded us that the 
people of God live in a world, not a church. What they give 
worth to will resonate in their lives during the week more 
regularly than on Sundays. And what they bring to worship 
will reflect what is happening in the cultural arena where they 
spend their lives. In the course of these lectures, therefore, I cast 
the net more widely than my predecessor did, for the river of 
culture lands on the shore of each generation material that 
would be not only unfamiliar to earlier generations of worship- 
pers, but alien. We, in our time, are not only talking about new 



kinds of musical instruments and new musical styles; not only 
talking about new ecclesiastical uses of dated musical styles - 
nothing dates so painfully as popular fashion - we are talking 
also about the worlds of film, video, theatre, rock and pop 
events, personal stereo, and non-stop radio, and we're talking 
about a world pervaded by television - which is where I came 
in. Those who can, do. Those who can't, lecture. I'm a worse 
case. I'm a musician whose shelf life ended a long time ago, so 
I cannot, in the full professional sense, do. As for lecturing, I 
never even aimed at that. However, I too, had my hour. For 
those who can't do, and don't usually lecture, there is always 
television. 

Into broadcasting, therefore, I gravitated as naturally as a 
mollusc to its seabed, remaining there for over a quarter of a 
century. 

I did come on to the beach for five years, as minister of the 
Old Parish Church of Peterhead, a few miles fromits rival town 
of Fraserburgh where my father delivered that epilogue 30 
years before. But even in that parish I remained active in ITV 
and BBC programmes. So in assessing what merit or otherwise 
lies in the views I now hold in respect of church music, at least 
it cannot be said that the changing trends of the quarter century 
have passed me by. I think I can say I have seen them all, 
participated in not a few, and initiated some. So what are my 
views? 

Let me, in the first place, put it like this. I am unimpressed 
by trends - including, if it comes to that, any trend to resist 
trends. I am unimpressed by all rigid positions. But that is 
decidedly not a vote for modernism - in whatever trendy form 
- over against a rigid traditionalism. Oh no. For nothing, I 
repeat for the hard of inner hearing nothing, is so rigid as the 
latest trend. Look at it statistically. Add up all the trends of the 
last - let's be generous - five hundred years. Put that as one 
hundred points, twenty per century. The latest trends of the last 
twenty five years will summon up five points. A flexible 
approach will not say we must excommunicate 95% of the 
available material - because it is traditional - in order to accord 



to the 5% that is recent the special authority of an over-riding 
truth. This would not be charismatic vision. It would be merely 
tunnel vision - and a very wee tunnel. 

I amnot competing for a job, so I will not seek to amaze with 
the range of my curriculum vitae. It would fail to impress. 
Traditionalists would shake their heads at so many years wasted 
on the musical husks that the trendy swine had left, while 
serious trendies would shrug their shoulders at such painful 
failure to be truly radical. What I will do, therefore, is in line 
with what I have done throughout this personal survey of 
where we are in church music: I will reminisce. Here are some 
moments, mainly musical, but by no means exclusively so. Just 
as theatre and liturgy are historically intertwined, so in my life 
it was round an emotionally interchangeable array of theatres, 
auditoria and churches that my developing perspectives 
constellated. 

I first had a literary interest in the theatre, sustained in my 
youth, for example, by delicious experiences in Edinburgh's 
Lyceum Theatre: a dark winter matinee with Dame Edith 
Evans decanting heady wine from the now untrendy verse 
drama of Christopher Fry's 'The Dark Is Light Enough'. Or in 
the same theatre a Festival evening when Jean Louis Barrault 
distilled a Danish prince from an Avon wordsmith via a French 
text of 'Hamlet'. But I had a musical interest, too. As a music 
student I played Bach on an off-stage harmonium, while a 
yawning actor of uncertain years let his hands wander uncer- 
tainly over the keys of an onstage harmonium during the most 
boring play ever written for or performed on a western stage. 
It boasted the title, 'It Is Midnight, Dr Schweitzer', and by the 
end of each evening's performance it felt like midnight, as not 
only was the audience, the cast, the producer, the catering staff 
and the theatre cat asleep, but also, one evening, my left knee 
-with the result that, lacking sufficient air from the bellows, the 
final Bach prelude fell prey to the terminal malaise which, 
according to the text of this prune of a play, was rife everywhere 
except the bamboo hut of the saintly doctor on the stage of the 
Church of Scotland's Gateway Theatre, Edinburgh. 



The same year, a worse fate befell my right hand. Again 
offstage - was destiny already telling me something? - I was 
contracted, this time on anotably ungrand upright piano, to let 
Beethoven's 'Moonlight' and 'Appassionata' Sonatas thunder 
tinnily across the King's Theatre in Glasgow. The heroine 
played with moonlit passion at an on-stage grand. The play was 
the psycho-drama, 'The Seventh Veil', also a famous James 
Mason film. It all went like clockwork until the last perform- 
ance on the Saturday night. The heroine hammered out the last 
chords, flung her hands dramatically into the air, and in a 
marked manner rose from the piano stool. My right hand 
slipped and extracted a meatily gratuitous chord from an 
apparently unattended piano. A ripple of Saturday night appre- 
ciation - to put it more plainly, gales of Glasgow laughter - ran 
round the theatre. What ran round the stage a few minutes later, 
was the red-haired actress. No cleaver being handy, I survived. 
But my life in showbusiness didn't. 

It had all begun innocently enough when I was in my teens. 
I had taken part in operas staged in my school, that castellated 
essence of chateau which guards the humble citizens of Comely 
Bank from the Arctic gales that blow over from Fife. At Fettes, 
we had a music master the divine scale of whose musical 
goofiness was in inverse proportion to his height. His name was 
Tommy Evans. He bounced on the balls of twinkling feet, and 
smoked a pipe the density of whose effusions entirely removed 
his top half from sight. The basso profundo of utterances 
proceeding from this cloud on Sinai encapsulated more scholarly 
common-sense in an afternoon's lesson than one would get 
from a lifetime's study of The Oxford Companion To Music. 

Lurking, however, in the fingertip finesse of this gentle man 
was a manic entrepreneur. He smiled through gaps in the smoke 
at the musical sixth one day and said, (puff, puff) "I am about to 
lay arather large egg." (puff, puff) To the applause of the musical 
sixth, and the bewilderment of the rest of the school, he did. We 
gave a full-scale performance of Smetana's opera 'The Bartered 
Bride', using the English text by Edward Dent, the operatic 
editor and translator whom Tommy took me to meet in 



Covent Garden. This "Briden was real showbiz stuff. Smetana's 
circus rampaged through the audience - this is de rigem- nowa- 
days, but was novel anywhere in the Forties, let alone in a public 
school devoted to rugby football. The following year, Tommy 
got us to do a full-scale performance of Weber's opera 'Der 
Freischutz'. 

At the same time that the genius of my organ guru Bill 
Minay was lowering me into the worshipful depths of Bach, 
Tommy Evans was hoisting me on the hype of music as 
theatrical fun. Neither then nor since would worship and fun 
seem in my mind to be separate. 

After school, my theatrical music-making ranged from the 
eclectic to the apoplectic. I provided apiano accompaniment to 
Ibsen's 'Peer Gynt' - loose Mackenzie bolted on to disembow- 
elled Grieg; I sang the lead part in Britten's 'Let's Make An 
Opera', and I rolled with the punch-lines in 'Varsity Vanities'. 
I gave musical culture evenings to Mormons, compered hours 
of soirkes musicales at student conferences, played cricket for the 
Faculty of Music in my pyjamas, and drinking songs for the 
Faculty of Divinity in my lederhosen. My introduction to 
broadcasting took an eccentric form. Moultrie Kelsall, a famous 
actor and radio producer who was to become even more famous 
as the aquiline presence brooding over porridge and coffee at 
the Laigh Cafi, was producing a radio documentary on Eric 
Liddell, thirty five years before 'Chariots of Fire'. I was com- 
manded to deliver to the Queen Street Studios on a Sunday 
afternoon thirty or forty well-lunged men who would combine 
the roles of healthy Christian students singing a raucous fare- 
well to Liddell at Waverley Station, and starving prisoners of 
war intoning a mournful hymn in a Far Eastern hell-hole. 

It was I who was singing a mournful hymn as the witching 
hour of the recording approached, and almost none of the 
random rabble of Music, Divinity, and Arts faculty singers and 
rugger players I had jauntily invited had turned up. The 
memory of Moultrie Kelsall's expression as he faced an empty 
imaginary Waverley Station with a female assistant and a 
choirless conductor, lent to my subsequent negotiation of the 



Laigh porridge experience a lumpy aspect. They did all turn up, 
a little late, but I fear Moultrie's production values were 
compromised by the rumbustious vocalising of those prisoners 
of war who were in somewhat virile form after what passed for 
pub lunches in those days, an undefined number of pints, 
accompanied by a possibly over-defined number of pies. 

So it went on, from one oddity to another. All great fun, all 
grist to the mill ... but ... the fact of the matter was that under- 
neath I was a rather serious guy, and all this fun was actually less 
fun than the other kind of theatre and music in my life which 
was serious stuff. That, you see, was taking place in the theatre 
of my mind. And what was going on there was words. Let me 
explain about words. 

For me, one of the highlights of the BBC Scotland television 
series 'The Quest', was a conversation with Michael Redington, 
once my boss in ITV. He is a media man through and through. 
He transformed religious television in its early years by his 
visionary treatment of God on the box. His weapons were 
images and his basic strength lay in his intuition. For him, one 
felt, feeling was all. Yet in this televised conversation he said, "In 
the beginning was the Word, and in the theatre, words are 
everything. Everything follows from the words." 

If the proof of the pudding is in the eating, Michael 
Redington has plum duff coming out of his ears. In recent years 
he has become a spectacularly successful impresario on the 
London West End stage. And how? By having a nose for a good 
script. '84 Charing Cross Road', 'Jeffre~ Bernard Is Unwell', 
you name an unexpected off-beat idea which has taken off to 
critical acclaim and box office success, and Michael seems to 
have been its progenitor. Because he got the words right. The 
reason I never consummated, as it were, a career in music - apart 
from incidental factors such as ~ossible limitations in the areas 
of talent and diligence - is that in the theatre of my mind I was 
divided between music and words, and words won. 

It is somehow characteristic that here I am talking and 
writing about music. The battle was joined early and pursued 
down the years into adulthood; and I can tell you of the 



moment when it was all over. In the early Sixties7 my wife and 
I were having a weekend break in a hotel in St. Ives in Cornwall. 
I went for a stroll in the grounds before turning in. A vast 
harvest moon eyed me over a hill. "Yes," I said to it, "yes, OK7 
yes, I agree, I've got to make this choice finally7 don't I? It's 
absurd at my advanced age to have a split mind over my life's 
work. So, which is it to be?" The answer was obvious, so I went 
to my room and said to Elizabeth, "It's words." She knew what 
I meant and listened to my proviso - that I would try to 
incorporate into my use of words musical values7 so that 
whatever I had picked up from the practice and observation of 
music would not have been wasted. I may have failed7 but that 
is what I have tried to do, in the pulpit, in broadcasting> in 
writing7 and in trying to work out what categories are useful in 
thinking about the universe we inhabit. 

There were two reasons why this was an inevitable deci- 
sion. The first is that, even when pursuing music as my apparent 
priority7 I had always had a programme approach to it. For me 
there never was pure unprogrammed music. The composer 
might write a symphony. I turned it into a tone-poem. Even a 
fugue became a story in the theatre of my mind. I turned flesh 
into words. 

The second reason was that I was genetically determined by 
generations of pulpit occupiers to occupy not just a theatre in 
my mind but a pulpit. Give me a subject and I would climb into 
a mental pulpit and preach on it. How tiresome! Well, actually7 
no. I found it rather fun. That was the serious fun I enjoyed. 
When I was eleven7 two boys in Fraserburgh came round on a 
Saturday afternoon to ask me out to play. My father informed 
them that I was whiling away my Saturday playing the organ in 
the church. He told me later that they were aghast. How could 
I whittle away my childhood Saturday freedom by voluntarily 
practising voluntaries? But7 you see, the church was huge fun. 
It was, in the first place, huge. It was empty. I could fill it with 
splashes of sound7 fury, and7 through the voix cileste, seduction. 
The whole word drama of a meaningfully evolving universe 
was being played out under my hands and feet. Churches were 



actually exciting. They were waiting for something to happen: 
for the Logos to turn up. 

I said in Chapter Three that the essence of music is wider 
than music. I'm now saying that the Word is wider than words. 
I'm saying that the cosmos, the world, and every human life is 
a theatre for form, drama, and articulation; and that liturgy is 
the religious name for this. Shakespeare, of course, as usual said 
it first: "All the world's a stage". Trevor Nunn told an English 
colleague of mine how once near Stratford he engaged in casual 
conversation two old local men who were cutting hedges at the 
roadside. They demonstrated how it was done. One said, "Oi 
rough-hews 'em and 'e shapes their ends." Who was Will 
Shakespeare but a local Stratfordlad who magicked, by his sense 
of the music in words, the experiences of his life into the 
universal theatre of the human mind? But most of our hewing 
is rough. I hope I have conveyed, in my stories about school and 
after, the sense of muddle, inadequacy, and sometimes bathos 
that attended my explorations into music. 

It's seldom an easy ride. Mozarts and Simon Rattles do not 
grow on trees. Tommy Evans, launching operas into a then 
philistine school, suffered problems with discipline, and a 
massive breakdown. Hewing can be rough. Edwin Muir's 
scathing line about preachers, "The word made flesh, made 
word again", tells a true story about the tragedy of an image and 
music starved tradition; but it isn't the whole story. The 
procession of fine minds and sensitively crafted speech that has 
distinguished the Scottish pulpit down the centuries has given 
birth to many a human tune and turned many a life into a 
symphony. In Scottish church life, the preacher has struck gold 
in the mining of spiritual music more often than the musician. 
For the simple reason that the musician hasn't, in Scotland, 
been given the chance. There never was, for most Scots, a 
golden age of church music. 

I would like to make, for my present purposes, an arbitrary 
distinction between the phrase 'The Age Of Gold', which is my 
heading for this chapter, and the idea of a 'Golden Age'. A 
golden age is a period you can (at least in theory) locate in 



history, barnacled though it may be with mythical values by 
now. The values attached to a golden age put it in such a glowing 
light that it attracts profound nostalgia. If only, echoing Milton, 
Shelley and Tennyson, we could return to the practices and 
values of that time, our fundamental problems would be solved. 
There are, of course, three obvious and fatal snags. The first is 
that we cannot return. The second is that, even if we could, we 
would find it wasn't so golden after all. The third is that even - 
if it was, it wouldn't solve our problems now; for everything 
evolves. Our on-board computers have accumulated informa- 
tion, values, images, sounds, associations, and patterns un- 
known to our ~redecessors. These can't be unlearned or 
disinvented and, unknown to us, they have altered in even the 
most traditional of us our perceptions, our tastes, our emo- 
tional patterns of response; and the alteration is permanent. We 
cannot travel to the golden age. It has gone away. 

The 'age of gold' on the other hand, or so I would like to 
suggest, is entirely mythical. It is suspended in an imagined past 
or future, and we view it at an infinite distance. Being mythical, - ~ 

it is, in the obvious sense, not there. But equally, it is not not 
there. Since it has never come, it has never gone. Nor will it go, 
so long as people with imaginations wish to travel there. The 
age of gold is, in its past manifestation, Paradise before it was 
lost. In its future form, it is Paradise Regained. Looking back, 
it is the unspoiled Garden of Eden. ~ o o k i n ~  forward, is the 
Kingdom come. At the dawn of time it was heaven. When the 
golden sun sets over history, it will be the new heaven and the 
new earth. 

As myths these are not half bad, moreover they are neces- 
sary. For in the brief span of our mortality we do not only 
inhabit the time betweei birth and death, but the gap betweei 
a dreamed of world of unspoiled value and the stained world of 
what is called reality. And of course, as those who have followed 
me thus far will not be surprised to hear me say, there is a hint 
of magic in the concept of an age of gold. 

Magic is another word for what we want but have been 
persuaded by experience rationally not to expect. From Shake- 



speare's 'The Tempest' to Hollywood's 'E.T.', mythical worlds 
blandish us away from a sullen acceptance of the dull, the drab, 
the mediocre and the monotonous towards a hope that magic 
is not only a myth, that God's in His Heaven and one day all 
will be right with the world; and that the Age of Gold will come 
round again. 

Is there a connection between the golden age, the actual past 
time that provokes nostalgia, where the golden oldies of child- 
hood still bloom; and the mythical age of goldwhere everything 
was and will be perfect? The connection is in oneself. It is 
through the race memory flowing in each of us that history 
happens, that the past makes available to the future whatever 
our generation thinks has a value worth passing on. Which 
brings us to the crunch question: what, then, is worth passing 
on? The short answer is: The Truth. But how do we pass on the 
truth? 

The first step in answering that is so obvious as to be banal. 
At least we must not act as contraceptives to prevent five 
centuries of musical material flowing through to regenerate the 
spirits of our successors. I hope we can agree on that without 
any preliminary disputation: pausing only to note that, by 
definition, that means that most of what we pass on will be 
traditional. 

The difficult question is slightly different: what is it that we 
are to add to those five centuries? 

I began to discern one possible answer on an autumn 
afternoon in 1962. It happened on the stage of the Lyceum 
Theatre in Edinburgh, where some years before I had drunk in 
Edith Evans' distillation of 'The Dark Is Light Enough'. I think 
I have indicated that I like theatres. I like theatres very much. 
Like an empty church, an empty theatre hangs on the senses like 
a branch heavy with unblown blossom. 

On that 1962 afternoon, the theatre was empty. On the 
stage were myself and Donald Swann. He, sitting at the piano, 
myself, standing respectfully to starboard of the piano lid. I was 
responsible, with a hymn writer called Peter Cutts, for the 
music of a conference of the World Student Christian Federa- 



tion to take place the following January. Practical questions 
were beginning to exercise me. 

How was one to provide words and music for a thousand 
students in Bristol's Coulson Hall, which would cover a spec- 
trum of national cultures, liturgical cults, ideological positions, 
and theological schools so broad that just about the only 
common factor would be the Movement's hymn-book, 'Cantate 
Domino', not a bad one for an ecumenical collection, but 
already somewhat dated? 

I had read or heard that Donald Swann, having won his 
spurs as a brilliant light entertainer with Michael Flanders, was 
now composing religious music. Donald, a man of profound 
attentiveness to the needs and aspirations of others, invited me, 
a perfect stranger, to join him on the Lyceum Stage for a 
ruminative rummage through ideas before the evening show. 

But being Swann, what he played and sang to me was not 
Swann, but Carter. It is difficult to believe now, but as short a 
time ago as 1962, Sydney Carter was unknown. 

As Donald showed me this Carter song, then that, sang this 
one, played another, a dim awareness of a new voice crept up the 
nape of my neck and broke into my ear the phial of a singular 
new reality. It was a curious setting for a new world to break 
into one's consciousness: an empty stage; a baby grand; a 
smiling musician's head bobbing and weaving, his hands caress- 
ing and carousing, his light tenor addressing itself to the 
unbearable lightness of being Sydney Carter; and a young 
Scottish male Christian's eyes widening as at a new landscape 
seen from a mountain pass. The hundreds of empty red seats in 
that exquisite old theatre soon stopped yawning and lapsed into 
an appreciative hush. Thus I first heard 'The Lord of the 
Dance', 'It was on a Friday Morning', and other songs which 
Sydney had just composed. 

Thus I learned, if I needed to learn, that the way forward for 
religious song is neither by defending traditional music, nor by 
attacking it; is neither by campaigning for new fashions in 
church music, nor by resisting them; is neither by abandoning 
old techniques and instruments nor excluding new ones; but 



the way forward is by having something to say and something 
to listen to. In the context of The Way, The Truth andThe Life, 
it is not a way forward that we want, any more than a way back, 
but a way that is true to life at a given time and place. Music 
which lives by the guitar will perish by the guitar, but the same 
is true of the pipe organ, the Yamaha, the clapping choir and the 
clarsach. All these are the clothes worn or not worn by the 
Emperor of Truth. Divine truth may have its origin in the stars, 
but it has its roots in human lives and it seeks lodging in 
common minds. 

When you hear a song by Sydney Carter, either played and 
sung with the accomplishedzest of Donald Swann or rasped out 
by Sydney himself, what you are having access to is a man being 
himself, and sharing that with you. Put like that, it sounds a 
modest, not to say banal achievement. But actually most of us 
are not at all skilled at sharing what we are. Even with friends 
it is far from easy to communicate the essence of what we are 
about. To find a form in which to convey that to strangers 
without, along the way, losing the raw authenticity of 
unvarnished truth, why, if we could all do that we'd have 
honest politics, unstressed businessmen, unburned-out clergy, 
no divorce, no accidental wars, and a very boring life for the 
police. In other words, Utopia, the Age of Gold, would have 
arrived. 

Nevertheless, we should try, and Sydney is one who in our 
time has given us pointers. 

In January 1963, Bristol had its worst blizzard in living 
memory. Despite traffic grinding to a stop for days, the thou- 
sand students arrived, and eclectic really is the only suitable 
word for the musical diet we offered. Golden Oldies vied with 
Nasty Newcomers, but most of it was a tasteful and robust 
enough selection from trad and modern. For the climactic 
worship I devised a nice little liturgical nightmare. As an 
exercise in topicality, we invited the conference to listen to Top 
Of The Pops on the BBC on the Friday evening, and, having 
thus ascertained what was number one, to write words for it 
which we would have as the key hymn on the Saturday. The top 



102 TUNES OF GLORY 

disc was duly revealed to be 'Telstar' by The Shadows, and out 
of scores of submissions, we selected a Resurrection lyric 
which, rehearsed and delivered by a thousand voices, made a 
more than audible peroration to the week. 

Carter songs figured in that January of 1963, but the 
unravelling of what had come alive on the Lyceum stage with 
Donald Swann took   lace over many years. 

In the summer of 1964, I was responsible for arranging a 
study conference of the Student Christian Movement at 
Swanwick, on the theme of science. I worked on this with the 
physicist Claude Curling, a synthesiser of scientific and theo- 
logical images partly along the lines of Teilhardde Chardin, but 
with sharp insights of his own. I had met Claude on Iona when 
I was organising the music there and Claude had been brought 
to the island by Ralph Morton, the Deputy Leader, to give 
summer lectures on the ethics and theology of nuclear power. 
Claude's approach to scientific reality was liturgical, in the wide 
sense in which I have been using that word. Like George 
MacLeod, but with more technical collateral, he saw coherent 
movement and harmony in the micro-sub-atomic world, and in 
the macro world of the cosmos. He did not only see in his 
research, but felt in his bones, the dance of the stars from whose 
atomic furnace all the dances of life flow. So we made this 
science conference liturgical. 

Swanwick, the hallowed conference venue for generations 
of students and church leaders, where I first heard Shirley 
Williams on the ethics of politics, and Erik Routley on the 
ethics of music, was transformed that burning July of 1964 into 
a liturgical force field. Instead of talks, lectures, study groups, 
sub-groups and seminars, we had language laboratories, cyber- 
netic experiments, astronomic apparatus, and liturgical, artis- 
tic, and musical workshops. Sydney Carter led evening scien- 
tific processions from the main buildings to the chapel, when 
he wove together in pungent unaccompanied song the themes 
and discoveries of the day. One group had to calculate exactly 
when the first Russian sputnik would cross the Swanwick lawn. 
At some early hour beyond midnight, the conference danced, 



with Sydne~in attendance, on the lawn, as that early icon of the 
human liturgy invading space obligingly passed overhead. 

In the following year, I found myself producing religious 
programmes on the ITV network. My closest colleague was Ben 
Churchill, a brilliant Light Entertainment producer with a 
subtle grasp of the rhythms of both the human mind and the 
numinous. He produced a stunningly simple series of music 
programmes called 'Hallelujah'. Looking back, I marvel at how 
good they were. Sydney Carter linked them and sang. Nadia 
Cattouse also sang, and the backing was exquisitely sensitive. I 
recall flute playing out of this world. Now, what kind of music 
was this? It was religious, for in the links Sydney probed with 
his Socratic tongue the aching nerve of many a theological 
tooth, and the figure of Jesus was seldom far away. But this all 
happened in sessions in the studio. It had nothing to do with 
the church as such. Most of the songs were on the level of human 
experience rather than divine interpretation; and dilemmas 
were not always resolved with Christian vocabulary. Indeed, 
dilemmas were not always resolved. 

The programmes were, I would aver, truthful. The words 
and music stated fairly, I think, what Karl Barth called "the state 
of affairsn, and so I feel free to draw over that little group the 
protective shield of theological approach that Karl Barth draws 
over Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart; that he is the pagan par 
excellence, the creature who accepts his role in creation anddoes 
not compete through an egocentric and ersatz spirituality with 
the divine. But there are two other points to be made. First, 
Sydney's links really were truthful - to the extent of being 
uncomfortable - as a result of which there were periodic 
skirmishes with the controlling authority at the IBA. The 
lesson from that is: the first contribution the pulpit can make 
to the progress - or survival - of a meaningful church music is 
truth from the pulpit, however much it hurts. Second, Ben 
Churchill had a production technique which almost never 
failed. He had recording equipment on standby, but never used 
it until ... until what? Until the moment came. What moment? 
Just the moment. He would get the s er formers to chat, sing, 



play, have coffee, relax, concentrate a little, pause, try another 
song - and then quite suddenly, hey presto, he sensed the souffle 
was about to rise, and the programme was recorded. The lesson 
for church music is not that the congregation can be asked to 
wait till the choir is suddenly in the mood, or the choir and 
organist wait till tongues of flame settle on the congregation, 
but that quality of performance does depend on atmosphere 
and that timing is of the essence. 

I have seen more services go wrong through a jangling 
atmosphere and clumsy timing than by poor technical accom- 
plishment. In fact in the late 1960s' I produced a huge Christmas 
Eve bonanza from Liverpool Cathedral, with the Bee Gees, The 
Settlers, Kenny Everett, and a thousand teenagers dancing, 
which was ruined because at the very last moment the Dean, 
Edward Patey, who had been brave enough to let all this 
happen, lost his nerve. Just before the recording, he stepped to 
the mike and said, "Don't forget, this is a cathedral." In a split 
second, the atmosphere died. The programme, which would 
have been magic, was merely busy. 

Five years later, in Peterhead, a lively BBC programme 
from the Muckle Kirk with music by Peterhead Academy was 
almost destroyed when the then school rector suddenly snapped 
and told two of the jazz band to get their hair cut. The band 
went on strike. Only the intervention of the music master, 
Tom Galloway, accepted by both sides as an honest broker, 
saved the day. 

There are three immensely important positive lessons here. 
First, seriously consider letting in cultural forces from outside 
the church, whoever they are. Don't limit yourself to the 
churchy versions of them, which may be pale reflections. 
Second, once you've asked them in, trust them totally. You 
must allow them to be themselves, or they won't come back. 
Why should they? Third, don't think you're doing them a 
favour. Realise their material may be where authentic truth lies. 
Good serious jazz is nearer Bach than almost anything else I 
know. Wasn't Bach sacked by a kirk session for improvising too 
wildly? 



This is not a discourse on music on television, so I will pass 
over other musical experiments we engaged in, coming to a 
climactic series near the end of my time in ITV which we called, 
'Don't Just Sit There'. The musical genii we let out of the lamp 
included Sydney Carter, Donald Swann and Erik Routley. 
There was a studio audience, and a lot of participation. It was 
lively, but also practical. The principal point being made was, 
as the title suggests, that church music is not a process in which 
the people in the pew are passive victims of what experts visit 
upon them. 

The river of religious television has flowed on since those 
days of the late '60s, but I am not sure that it has flowed 
outwards to agreat sea of enhanced consciousness. Rather, I fear 
the reverse. 

For all its faults, the era of the '60s was a time of exploration. 
Now, at least in broadcasting, religious music has drawn in its 
horns. I have not been afeverish admirer of 'Songs of Praise' and 
'Highway'. I respect the strong service to mainstream Christi- 
anity of 'Songs of Praise'. Skilful producers work long hours to 
enable fine performers of hymn classics and new songs and 
hymns to sweep over Britain on Sunday evenings. The filmed 
interviews which punctuate and motivate the hymns are some- 
times little masterpieces of their kind. But what is their kind? 
Heavily edited cameos of faith, typically describing a role in the 
community whose worthiness justifies choosing the subject of 
interviewing; and recounting an experience, frequently of 
suffering, which has confirmed the person's faith. The second 
last question put to the interviewee is "What hymn have you 
chosen?" The final question is "Why?" The answer to this is not 
always illuminating, and sometimes the interviewer has the 
sense to dispense with a device which can amount to little more 
than a blatantly artificial link into the next hymn. Radio 
Scotland's senior radio producer, Johnston McKay did this 
better when in the series, 'It Strikes A Chord', listeners from all 
over Scotland were allowed to speak at uninterrupted length 
about their favourite hymn, with results in which the homely 
mingled with the profound. 



On the Sunday evening 'Win A Ratings War For God' slot 
-the ITV series 'Highway' was in some ways worse, and in other 
ways better, than 'Songs of Praise'. The ways in which it was 
worse are not difficult to determine. The production values of 
the BBC series have the integrity of time and space, of commit- 
ted communities, and of music of a professional standard. 
'Highway's' sense of place was as rooted as a piece of soap in the 
bath, but not even the most perfumed soap is accompanied by 
a mellifluous ensemble so ubiquitous that its signature tune 
should be 'I'll WalkBesideYouY. As Harry Secombe strolls over 
a grassy knoll, a ruined abbey, a city square, or a village green, 
there glides beside him, just out of camera range, an unseen 
orchestra. In fact, of course, it is there in neither time nor place, 
but recorded in studio. The Secombe script, as it lurches into 
verbal engagement with a characterful person of the region, 
might be said to be long on brevity, short on wit, ambivalent on 
factuality - but big on warmth. 

And that warmth is important. While watching 'Highway' 
(yes, I did watch it) I sometimes thought: this is actually rather 
good. Note the actually. Theoretically, it is awful. Musically, 
patchy. Intellectually, feeble. Televisually, primitive. But actu- 
ally, I would realise, this is touching me where it matters -in the 
heart. Secombe is a genuine man, and he brings out the genuine 
in others. His walks across greensward may be stagey, but his 
singing is full bodied. Above all, the very vulgarity of the format 
sometimes let in a humanity, which in its awful and funny 
reality could be a very vulgar and warm thing. 

I don't think we get anywhere by dismissing any form of 
religious music making. After all, if a minister and Kirk Session 
were offered free Harry Secombe, the backing orchestra, an 
additional soloist and a chorus or two, would it not seem 
sensible to jump at the opportunity? Ah, but that is precisely 
the point. Normal congregations do not have that offer made 
to them. So what are they to do? Shrink before the relentless 
onslaught of showbiz religion on the telly (and it will increase, 
as proliferating channel outlets allow in more and more evan- 
gelical hard sells)? Grovel in front of the ceaseless movement of 



style and mood in the mass commercial music market, as that 
hits and envelopes the younger end of the market? Should the 
local congregation, totally unable to compete, just apologise for 
existing, or go the whole hog, give up entirely, and shut up 
shop? 

No, pressing the panic buttons is not the way to find truth 
in a life situation; and for Christians after all, it is not a matter 
of a way forward or a way back, but a way: a truthful way, that 
we seek. 

It is about time to wave goodbye to 'Songs of Praise' and 
'Highway', and the other programmes they spawn such as 
Thora Hird being absolutely astonished to see you as she sits in 
her parlour and fishes in her handbag for the letter you sent her; 
or Roy Castle exploring the history of European castles and 
coming up, my goodness, with Taiz6 monks humming Gelineau; 
but before we leave all that apparently successful hymnological 
juggernauting, let's ask: why do people watch these programmes, 
and in sufficiently large numbers to justify ratings - chasing 
television tycoons leaving them there at prime time?* 

It's very simple. They are hole in the heart operations. 
People have a hole in their hearts, and they seek something, 
anything, which will alchemise that gap into a wholeness. So 
they look for someone they can identify with and if they feel 
they can trust that person, they may open up enough to receive 
a piece of music - in the wide sense I've been using - a piece of 
intuition, a revelation, a tune of the mind. All that is asked of 
the actual sound patterns is that they should midwife that inner 
music into their minds. Harry Secombe and Thora Hird, 
perpetually cheery though they are on camera, also have the 
kind of crushed pineapple faces that suggest that they have 
suffered, felt emotions, had to work a bit at living. Their faces 
look lived in. But the other trick is the faces of the members of 
the public who sing. The genius of 'Songs of Praise' is the lived 

' The new ITV tycoons did remove 'Highway' from prime time in January 
1993. 'Songs of Praise' remains, but only after internal argument. Jonathan 
Powell, Controller BBC1 until December 1992, wanted to move 'Songs of 
Praise' back to tea-time, but was over-ruled. 



in look of the faces that tell their story, not only in interviews, 
but as you read their eyes in the singing of words that connect 
with their life experience. Now all these commodities, the ones 
that animate and sell the programmes, are not only available in 
the local church, they are the genius of the average church 
congregation, the stuff it is made of, they are why it exists and 
what it does and what it does best: namely, being human, 
suffering, working at being alive, getting through. All that is 
required is what I identified as the source of Sydney Carter's 
distinctive authority: being himself and sharing that self with 
others. What is asked of each congregation - and this is asinequa 
non of a serious recovery of magic in church music - is a minister 
or priest who acts and speaks truthfully, a leader of the music 
who is vulnerable in his or her basic relationships, which means 
listening a great deal to others, and worshippers who are 
motivated to share the raw grit of their lives. By that I don't 
mean a sharing which has to be explicit, but an attitude of 
openness. These qualities in themselves will not produce musi- 
cal solutions, but without them, musical dilemmas are unlikely 
to be solved. 

Is that all? Do we abandon the entire project of ratiocina- 
tion, the ladder built rung by rung from inarticulate cavemen, 
from level to level of civilisation, culture, artistic construction, 
and the philosophical, scientific, and theological struggle to 
apprehend and formulate, just to sit in a pew with our minds, 
emotions, and mouths wide open, like baby birds in a nest? But 
that would not be being open at all. That would be to act a 
childish part, and I fear that if the mood of some charismatic and 
evangelical worship is of a temper I cannot identify with, it is 
precisely because of the implicit or explicit demand to empty 
one's brain and submit. All I have been saying is directed at the 
opposite pole: the necessity not to be passive victims of a 
worship juggernaut, but to be active, at least in the imagination. 
The essence of being open is to be yourself, and that means to 
be fully yourself, with sensuality, logic, imagination, and spirit 
all available. This is where we return to the struggle between 
word and music which faced me in my own life; to the principle 



which a successful showbiz impresario brings to his theatre 
work, that "in the beginning is the word", and we return to the 
basis of the liturgy of the church of Scotland, which is word 
and sacrament: the word first, then the active physical forms of 
response. 

To clinch that point, I am going to share with you moments 
that conveyed sacramental truth to me. Most of them occurred 
in the fairly showbizzy setting of television, but you will note 
that the essence of what happened had little or nothing to do 
with surface glamour, glitzy expertise, or exhibitionist per- 
formance. They were moments of truth because in each case 
human beings were vulnerable in the active communication of 
word and music, and I call that sacramental. 

During our filming of a pub in Shettleston Road, Glasgow, 
one Friday evening, a Salvation Army lady officer came in 
collecting. We didn't expect her. She didn't expect us. Some 
men, fairly well advanced in the evening's business of getting 
inside a jar, insisted that she sang. They went further. They 
specified what she was to sing. And so, in an environment as 
alien as could be imagined to the proper experience of worship, 
she embarked on 'The OldRugged Cross'. There was, both that 
evening, and when Paul Streather, the director, came to edit, 
one problem: the woman couldn't sing. The pub aficionados 
were beyond caring, but the film editor, a man of conscience, 
cared strenuously. He objected to our putting on the air this 
musically excruciating, utterly out of tune, parody of a much 
loved hymn, which was publicly to humiliate the woman. Paul 
consulted me, and we finally came to an agreement: her sincer- 
ity was so clear and the listening faces around in the pub so 
marked by rugged experience that the discordant nature of the 
melodic line made the old words ring out as new. Not only had 
Paul the wit and courage to hold the shot throughout the 
singing, but he had the courage not to edit it down. I can still feel 
myself in that cutting room, in that ~ u b ,  in my own life when 
events tangle and snarl and hurt, hearing that sacramental 
breaking of a voice. This was liturgy. This was authentic church 
music. And all it took was one brave woman being true to her 



belief, unapologetic about an emotional religious song, and 
willing to take a risk and to go over the top. No, there was one 
other factor: a congregation vulnerable enough to share the 
moment with her; for, though there may have been an element 
of gentle teasing when they twisted her arm to sing, by the end 
the men were moved. 

Tongue, in Sutherland, is as far from Shettleston Road as 
you can get in mainland Scotland: if you ever have the chance, 
go there. It must be among the dozen most beautiful places in 
the world. I had better qualify that. It is uniquely beautiful or 
conspicuously lacking in beauty, depending on what is beauti- 
ful for you. It is a Highland village, but when you've said that 
you've said nothing. It is the mane of a neck of land between the 
waters of the Kyle of Tongue and an upheaval of ground 
known, inadequately, as Ben Loyal. "Loyal", as the infatuated 
minister, Alfie McLintock called her, is a very weird mountain. 
I will say no more, for Ben Loyal's brooding stance makes me 
nervous. Anyway, we went there to film and record the 
congregation singing psalms and hymns. Half the people were 
Gaelic speakers. Most had Gaelic ancestry. Their faces were 
profound. Their singing was raw. When they rose to sing a 
psalm, a wind from beyond Time soughed through the trees. 

I had to stop our Music Adviser rehearsing them, for he 
could not resist trying to 'improve' their performance. Im- 
prove it? They were already in touch with the ultimate, and 
expressing it. How do you improve on that? The saddhouement 
is this. When the programme was transmitted, the Tongue 
congregation felt humiliated. They had never before realised 
how bad they were. Television had destroyed their innocence. 
I feel contrite about that. 'Songs of Praise' you see, had become 
their standard. But, being translated, what had really happened 
is that 'Songs of Praise' had become their standardisation. That - 
is diabolical. Just as some people, conceivably, may find the 
brooding shadows of Sutherland in general, and Tongue in 
particular, to be lacking in those chocolate box cpalities that for 
Tourist Board brochure artists define scenic prettiness, so some 
people might, conceivably, have found the Tongue gouging out 
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of psalms to be deficient in that brisk and cheerful choral polish 
which is the mark of 'Songs of Praise'. In which case, ~ h o o e ~  
to choral polish. 

As far as you can get emotionally from Tongue in mainland 
Scotland is Troon, an exceedingly trim, well-behaved and well- 
behoofed municipality on the coast of Ayrshire. It has two 
distinctions of theatrical dimensions. It faces the mountains of 
Arran; and from time to time it hosts the Open Golf Champi- 
onship. To describe it as genteel would be to give way to 
stereotypes. Let us rather describe it as discreet. Neither the - - 
rugged terrain of Sutherland mountains nor the rugged terrain 
of Shettleston faces disturb its orderly place in the scheme of 
things. When the Open is not on, the most exciting thing to 
happen is when, every couple of days, a plane lands at nearby 
Prestwick. You would not expect, therefore, a volcano of 
excitement when we recorded in Troon's Town Hall an aggre- 
gation of local choirs for a Scottish alternative to 'Songs of 
Praisey. But I will tell you of two exalting moments in these 
recordings. There was nothing visually exciting about the Hall; 
and the choirs were stood in conventional order at one end. 
What raised the emotional temperature to boiling point, and 
beyond that into a sort of mystical steam was the identity of the 
two people in charge of the recording. The first was Jirn ~ l a r k e .  
Jim was Music Adviser to Ayrshire schools. I first heard him 
operate for a Scottish 'Songs of Praise' called 'Scotspraise', 
when he conducted local school choirs and instrumentalists. 
He did three things which impressed me enough to ask him to 
become Music Adviser to our Scottish hymn programmes. 
First, he phrased the melodic line with a courteous elegance 
which allowed the music to breathe, to ebb and flow, to achieve 
natural climaxes. He released the inner rhythm of a tune. 
Second, his speeds were geared to letting the words speak out 
truthfully, and this meant that many hymns were taken slower 
than most conductors would take them; and thirdly, he wrote 
super descants. The other person was May, a local Ayrshire girl 
who had become a director-producer of talent and courage, and 
put truth before surface impression. 



Two moments still speak to me. In the hymn '0 Love That 
Wilt Not Let Me Go', May Bowie fastened a camera on an 
elderly lady and held that close shot for a whole verse. That 
takes directorial courage. It was worth it. That one face said 
absolutely everything. The other moment occurred in 'Abide 
With Me'. Jim wrote a descant which climbed to a sublime apex. 
And May, in one panning movement, matched the shot exactly 
to that apex. May, not a trainedmusician, decoded Jim's musical 
concept. Jim, an experienced musician, paid tribute to May as 
a director unusually sensitive to what he was trying to achieve. 
There are three lessons here. First, because the two operatives 
co-operated in mutual respect - they listened to each other - 
everything worked. Minister and musician must equally listen 
and co-operate. Second, two old chestnuts of hymns were 
dispatched into orbit because professionals were not too cau- 
tious or cynical to go over the top in their service. Third, 
commitment and passion can make the ordinary extraordinary. 
An old lady's face was for a whole minute the entire landscape 
of the Gospel; a bare municipal hall was alchemised into the 
Sistine chapel by a local choir, a local youth brass band, and a 
descant; and this all happened because a local conductor and a 
local television director went over the top with musical and 
televisual courage, to allow emotional phrasing of a majestically 
slow pace. The result might have been pretentiously heavy- 
handed. It was incandescent. The resources were modest. The 
ambition was Herculean, namely to tell the emotional truth, 
with no holds barred. 

A long way south of Troon is Coventry. For the ITV God 
slot on New Year Sunday, 1967, we went to Coventry Cathe- 
dral. We didn't go there on a whim. Basil Spence's new 
cathedral was raised from the wreck of the medieval one burned 
out by fire on the night of the devastating German blitz of the 
14th November 1940. 

The new cathedral was built in reconciliation. That word 
has become flaccid through pious over-use. The reality is that 
creation is always New Creation - that is what the word means 



- and creation transcends barriers not only the obvious ones of 
war and death, but also of time, fashion, and perception. Old 
and new are burned together in the crucible of what it is to be 
fully human. That is the ultimate sacrament. 

But our programme for New Year 1967 began with the 
Word. The IBA Panel said the script was too left wing. Paul 
Tortelier kept telling me on the phone from Paris that it wasn't 
radical enough, that if we didn't tell the whole truth about the 
Vietnam War, we wouldinsult those who diedin Coventry. We 
eventually ignored the IBA and put it out. The IBA was very 
cross indeed, except the Scottish member, a quiet ex-Moderator 
called Tom Murchison. He was a Gaelic speaking man and he 
retrospectively defended us. 'We Highlanders," he ruminated, 
'know about oppression and exploitation. We even know 
about being burned." 

It was Human Rights Year and our cheerful atheist ex-boxer 
script-writer Trevor Preston - subsequently one of Britain's 
regular award-winning drama writers - wrote a radical script. 

On the night the cast assembled: cellist Tortelier, guitarist 
John Williams, poet Adrian Mitchell, pianist Nerine Barrett, 
and singer Carolyn Hester. Two massive snags developed: the 
power supply failed; and Carolyn failed to arrive. The blizzard 
which affected the power had delayed the American plane. The 
director was another woman of courage, Helen Standage. She 
was small, but determined. She kept everyone motivated. In the 
early hours, we were still recording, snow falling on people's 
heads in the roofless ruin, and the lights still blazing in the new 
Cathedral. The recording ended at 2 am. Was all that glamor- 
ous? No, it was grim. But everyone was motivated. They 
believedin the word being spoken, so they let the word become 
flesh in them. To see and hear Tortelier saw away at his cello at 
one in the morning, his face yellow with fatigue, was to see God 
and hear what I would call music. What he was playing was 
unaccompanied Bach. Back to the past? Forward to the future? 
I don't know or care. It was the way at that moment. It was the 
Truth. It was Life. At such a moment, the Age of Gold is no 
myth. It is young again, and so are we. 



In 1966 it became known at almost no notice that Duke 
Ellington was to play an evening of jazz in Coventry Cathedral 
with his own band, and to climax it with his religious cantata 
'In The Beginning, God'. The ABC television management I 
was working under was led on its programme side by Control- 
ler Brian Tesler, later M.D. at LWT, and he said, "Get in there." 
Ben Churchill, the producer who was so skillful with the 
Sydney Carter programmes, got in there double quick and shot 
the evening without rehearsal. Only television professionals 
will fully understand how cheeky it was to shoot a major 
musical event entirely on the hoof. When you're dealing with 
jazz, the essence of which is to beunpredictable, the task is eerie. 
At the climax of the jazz peroration in the cantata - where the 
Creed says Jesus was crucified and rose from the dead- Ellington 
went into a kind of pianistic hyperventilation. At this point, 
Ben did an extraordinary thing. On the spur of the moment, he 
shut off all picture: the screen went black for a number of 
seconds which seemed like an eternity. This wasn't a failure of 
inspiration: it was sheer inspiration. It broke televisual rules: 
you simply aren't allowed to do that. So Ben did it. You see: you 
aren't really allowed to rise from the dead. It's against the rules. 

So long as there are men and women like those I have 
mentioned in the media game, then it is not a trivial pursuit, but 
a way. These values, these challenges, these resurrections tran- 
scend our map of time. There is no old fashioned, or new 
fashioned: just, in every age, the tearing sound of costly truth 
being fashioned, the word becoming flesh; and that, I think the 
New Testament tells us, is the kind of music God is inclined to 
hear. 
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