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Harmonising at Home
By Kristy Biber

We are lucky that during this pandemic, while we cannot 
be in the same room as one another, much of  our daily 
lives can continue online. Meetings on Zoom, church 
services and performances on Facebook Live, and the 
many other wonders of  the internet mean that we can 
keep working and feel connected to others. 

Unfortunately, one thing that is not possible during this 
time is singing together – in person or remotely. There 
will always be a lag from computer to computer meaning 
that group singing online is impossible because everybody 
will be out of  time. So, although we can still have three or 
four socially-distanced people singing at St Paul’s, choir 
rehearsals have been on hold since mid-March. 

So how do we keep choristers and lay clerks engaged 
when we cannot sing together? Philip has created a set 
of  modules to be sent out to all our regular singers, 
young and old, to keep them learning from home. The 
fi rst module includes some quite meaty works including 
Britten’s Festival Te Deum and Elgar’s Great is the Lord. 
These are perfect for at home learning because they can 
be broken down into small sections and learned gradually 
by just doing the suggested two half  hour practices per 

week. Included in the module are detailed instructions 
and techniques for warming up and learning how to learn 
music on your own, along with suggested recordings of  
the pieces to listen and sing along to, and a practice chart 
for choristers to help them keep track of  their progress.

Philip also holds a Zoom meeting once a week for tutoring 
(or just a catch-up) with choristers and lay clerks. This 
provides an opportunity to ask questions about tricky 
moments and even hear myself  or Philip sing through 
a diffi cult passage. It is also just a lovely chance to see 
the choristers faces again and hear what they are up to in 
lockdown.

It is rather strange sitting at home and singing to a 
computer, and nothing compares to the feeling of  singing 
in full harmony with many other voices. However, if  we 
all become familiar with our parts while in isolation, when 
we all come together again we will have some great music 
to sing!

If  you have not tuned in to online worship from the 
Cathedral, there are four services broadcast each week 
with music: Sunday at 10am (Sung Eucharist) and 1pm 
(Mandarin Worship), and Sung Evening Prayer on 
Wednesdays and Fridays at 5.10pm. You can fi nd them 
on the Cathedral’s Facebook page and YouTube channel. 
If  you are having trouble logging on, drop me an email 
and I will be more than happy to help you tune in.

Kristy Biber is the Lead Muscician of  St Paul’s Cathedral 

Join our services online at:

facebook.com/StPaulsCathedralMelbourne
youtube.com/c/StPaulsCathedralMelbourne

The Music Department at St Paul’s Cathedral is 
a very busy place, simultaneously undertaking a 
rich variety of  projects, both artistic and practical. 
The assistance of  the Music Foundation and its 
donors is vital for ensuring that all these activities 
can continue during the COVID-19 pandemic - 
thank you for your support!  



echoes in the Magnificat, and so the project became a 
version of  the canticles. Both new poems are like — and 
not like — the canticles, the poems of  Bonhoeffer, and 
her Bonhoeffer translations. The words move between 
echoes in Latin, German and English. Thus the words 
‘shimmer’ with delicate webs of  potential meaning and 
connection, both familiar and new. For this reason, the 
work is called Magnificat and Nunc dimittis (after Bonhoeffer).

The Lutheran musical tradition provided an historical 
link for Leighton Jones — through chants customarily 
sung to the Magnificat and Nunc dimittis — with themes 
particularly relevant for this commission, transliterating 
Bonhoeffer’s name musically. So, using the letters for 
notes contained in his name, we have D, E, C, B, E and F. 
Adding another layer, in German musical notation, B = H 
(Bach’s Mass in B minor = Messe in h-moll), so therefore, 
following this sequence of  transliterated letters, T = G, R 
= E, C = I, O = C, N = A etc [Fig. 1], we derive a folk-
song-like melody:

Thus, the music springs out of  his name, giving a stylistic 
and harmonic unity to the whole. Both pieces conclude 
with a setting of  the Gloria Patri, using the Lutheran 
plainsong chants appropriate to each canticle, combining 
neatly the historic with the contemporary.

Leighton Jones’ musical setting shimmers, while evoking 
folk song, hymn tunes, coded messages, and intellectually 
rigorous Baroque structures — thus capturing, and 
expanding, the biographical and poetic meanings in the 
new texts written ‘after Bonhoeffer’.

Genesis of a Commission: 
The Bonhoeffer Canticles
By Dr Katherine Firth and Michael Leighton Jones

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a pastor, theologian, ecumenist, 
double agent and martyr. In her recent project translating 
his poems, prayers and hymn words for the book 
Journeying with Bonhoeffer, Dr Katherine Firth was deeply 
moved and inspired by his honest, personal and resolute 
reflections in the face of  imprisonment, torture and death. 
Bonhoeffer’s theology is complex and he can write as an 
academic; but in his poetry and his writing for ordinary 
Christians, he is direct and accessible. While aspects 
of  Bonhoeffer’s writing are timeless, a new relevance 
emerged for Firth after completing the work. She found 
that her close engagement with Bonhoeffer helped her to 
be reflective and resilient during our own (though rather 
different) time of  restriction and isolation. 

During a conversation a little over a year ago about 
possible creative projects for music in the cathedral, 
Dean Andreas and Michael Leighton Jones discussed two 
significant possibilities. The first was the 75th anniversary 
in June 2019 of  the Normandy landings on D-Day and 
the second, the 75th anniversary in April 2020 of  the 
martyrdom of  the German pastor 
and theologian, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
in the closing days of  the second 
world war.

The Bonhoeffer project seemed to offer more fruitful 
opportunities, not only because of  the recent publication 
of  Journeying with Bonhoeffer, co-authored by the Dean and 
Firth, but also Firth’s willingness to provide a suitable 
text for the anniversary project in the shape of  Magnificat 
and Nunc dimittis (after Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer), fashioned from some 
of  his prayers and letters from prison.

When she was approached about 
writing something about the 
75th anniversary of  Bonhoeffer’s execution in a Nazi 
concentration camp, Firth originally considered an 
anthem in the style of  Leighton Jones’ and her previous 
works, such as Anthem for the Feast of  Any Healer (2011). 
However, many of  Bonhoeffer’s poems and prayers are 
reminiscent of  the Nunc dimittis, a poem of  a man at 
the end of  his life hoping to die in God’s peace (Luke 
2:29–32). Much of  Firth’s original poetic work is created 
through echoes — influenced by her academic research 
on modernist poetries. The strong echoes from the 
words of  the Nunc, led Firth to wonder if  she could find 

Fig. 1

Dietrich Bonhoeffer Martyr also transliterates neatly into 
four chords [Fig. 2], which underpin the melody above 
and both pieces are constructed from melodic fragments 
derived from this sequence of  notes.

Fig. 2



A Variety of Gifts

As told to Director of Music Philip Nicholls

This article is compiled from an interview between the Director of  
Music and Glen Gersch in February 2020. A Finance Manager 
by profession, Glen was employed by the Anglican Diocese of  
Melbourne when he was appointed a founding trustee and the Music 
Foundation’s treasurer at its formation in 1994.

In late 2019, Glen Gersch stepped down as a trustee 
of  our Music Foundation. He has given of  his time 
and substance throughout the life of  the Foundation, 
culminating in the “parting gift” to the Foundation and 
Cathedral: his 1995 Knud Smenge chamber organ.

Born in Denmark, Knud Smenge (1937-2018) was active 
as an organ builder based in Victoria from 1981-2002. 
His best-known instruments are in St George’s Cathedral 
Perth, and St John’s Lutheran Church, Southgate, 
Melbourne.

Glen writes:

‘I had been considering for some time the purchase of  
an instrument on which to practice at home. I considered 
that an electronic instrument would not give long term 
satisfaction and would depreciate in value. I was aware of  
the small instruments being built in Australia, particularly 
by Knud Smenge. I was fortunate that he had built an 
organ for the new church for St Johns Southgate and, as 
an assistant organist, I grew to appreciate the quality of  
his work.

‘Following the acquisition of  the organ, I used it to 
prepare for services at St John’s and elsewhere. I had 
always felt that the organ would have a much longer life 
than my own, and I preferred to choose an appropriate 
long-term home, rather than putting it up for sale.

‘I had considered a gift to the Cathedral but with no 
definite plan. This idea was strongly confirmed when I 
read the document prepared by Philip Nicholls entitled, 
Cathedral Music Strategy Plan, dated 9 May 2014. In the 

final section dealing with the future, the 
desire to obtain a positive organ was listed. I 
thought, “I can do that!”

The organ is very clear sounding and 
brightly voiced to produce a tone which will 
be clearly heard in the Cathedral. It will be 
ideal for performing early organ repertoire, 
accompanying the wealth of  Renaissance 
choral music sung by the choir, and some 
contemporary works.

Presently, the chamber organ is housed 
in the music rehearsal rooms on the third 
floor. A custom made, wheeled platform is 
being built, which will allow the organ to be 
easily transported around the Cathedral and 
buildings. Once a protective and lockable 
cover is acquired, we will hold a special 
service formally to commission the Organ 
into use in the Cathedral, and to thank Glen.

He writes:

‘The music of  the Cathedral has greatly 
broadened my musical and spiritual 
horizons, and it is with a sense of  gratitude 
that I can happily make the gift to a special 
place to enhance the worship of  God.’

Thank you, Glen, for your many gifts over 
many years.

The Director of  Music plays the Knud Smenge chamber organ



Bequests to the 
Music Foundation
All bequests are added to the Foundation’s
endowment, a lasting legacy to support the work of  the 
Foundation. We recommend the following wording:
I give and bequeath ... to St Paul’s Cathedral Music Foundation 
and I declare that the receipt of  the Treasurer or other proper offi ce 
of  the Cathedral shall be suffi cient discharge to my trustees.

Trustees of the St Paul’s Cathedral Music Foundation: 
The Very Revd Dr Andreas Loewe, Miss Rowena Armstrong AO QC, Mr Glen Gersch,

 Mrs Sally Petty, Professor Peter Sherlock, Mr Michael Leighton Jones, Mr Neil Farbridge-Currie. 

 For information about the Foundation, contact dean@stpaulscathedral.org.au 
For information about the Choir and music, contact the Director of Music: pnicholls@stpaulscathedral.org.au 

St Paul’s Cathedral Music Foundation 
209 Flinders Lane, Melbourne 3000 | www.cathedral.org.au

Above: Christopher Watson (cantor) and Lachlan Redd 
(organist) during the prerecording of  the Easter Day 
service. To keep everyone safe, during the recording of  the 
Holy Week and Easter services the cantors, organists, and 
members of  the clergy entered and exited the Cathedral 
to maintain the maximum number of  fi ve people in the 
space. 
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Left: The interior of  the 1995 Knud Smenge chamber 
organ gifted to St Paul’s by Glen Gersch


