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Once in Royal David’s City 
Virtual Hymn Singing 
A study in music ministry during Covid-19

By Director of Music  Philip Nicholls

Since the outbreak of the novel Coronavirus in 2020, 
choirs have taken up so-called virtual choir performances 
with gusto. Virtual choirs were pioneered by American 
composer and conductor Eric Whitacre in the 2000s, 
mainly to promote his own compositions. In a virtual choir 
performance, music and a backing track are provided to 
singers, who record audio and video of their performance 
of their part of the music. These data are then collated and 
mixed together to form a complete ‘performance’ of the 
music, which can be shared online.

Apart from encouraging people to warm up and sing in 
isolation, I have struggled to find musical value in them. 
Some parish choirs in Melbourne have taken virtual choir 
performances so seriously that those collating and mixing 
them tune individual notes and refine tone. The question 
must be asked, how much editing can be undertaken before 
the whole is no longer the sum of its parts?

At St Paul’s, in order to keep the choristers and lay clerks 
learning and singing, Leading Musician Kristy Biber and I 
developed a number of Choir Remote Learning Modules, 
which encouraged members to warm up their voices, then 
to learn and sing along with both well-known and new 
works. Alongside this, they were encouraged to fill out a 
practice chart and send it through to me each week, so I 
could keep an eye on what they were able to achieve. Like 
any teaching technique, this was helpful for some learners, 
but not for all.
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A still from Spem in alium. https://bit.ly/3mWqp0r accessed 
09:32 25 November 2020 (Leading Musician Kristy Biber is 
second from the left in the top row.)

A still from the MSO’s Virtual Choir and orchestra members’ 
Waltzing Matilda. www.mso.com.au/education/anzac-day-vir-
tual-choir/ accessed 09:24 25 November 2020
(Lay Clerk Emma Warburton is second from the left in the 
bottom row.)

As we approached Christmas and it looked increasingly 
likely that we would be unable to meet (let alone sing) 
together, I asked some trusted colleagues if there was 
anything else we should be doing to support our choristers 
and lay clerks. Some wondered with me whether we had 
arrived at the time to produce a virtual choir video. But 
I didn’t want it to be simply the choristers and lay clerks 
singing something beautifully, I wondered whether we 
could include the whole worshipping community – or as 
many of them as possible.

Neither I nor anyone else in the Cathedral community had 
the skills to produce such a video, so I sought a contractor. 
The successful quote came from the partnership which 
had produced an excellent video, which I commend to 
you. The great innovation therein is that not only do we 
hear Tallis’s unequalled 40-part Spem in alium (Hope in 
any other, c.1575), but we can see its structure as the faces 
(and voices) appear and disappear. It helps us to gain some 
understanding of the composer’s mind:

An Interview with 
Chris Arnold 

This article is compiled from an interview between the 
Cathedral Sectretary and Chris Arnold in November 2020. 

How did you become involved 
in the choir?
There’s a soprano named 
Margaret Haggart who won 
the Sun Aria who went over to 

London on a scholarship, and 
she used to stand beside me at 

All Saints in West Footscray singing 
in the local Anglican choir. At that stage I was in Grade 5 
and she said to my parents that ‘this young fellow should go 
into the Australian Boys Choir or the St Paul’s Cathedral 
Choir’. 

There were two reasons [for choosing St Paul’s]. The first 
was me not wanting to go away from home, and the other 
was in those days joining the St Paul’s Choir meant a 
scholarship to Trinity Grammar, so it was a vehicle from 
Grade 6 to get a private school education at a substantial 
discount while also getting to be in the choir.

How long were you a member?
I was a member of the choir for four years under Lance 
Hardy [Director of Music at St Paul’s 1951-1973]. [A year 
after I left] my brother joined the choir, so he followed me 
through the Cathedral. 

Were there any significant services or occasions that you 
sung at that you particularly remember? 
Early in my time it was singing at the State Memorial Service 
for Prime Minister Harold Holt, and the last significant 
event was in my last year standing up on my lonesome in 
the organ loft beside Lance Hardy singing the first verse of 
Once in Royal David’s City as a solo on Christmas Eve.

Did you have a favourite piece or setting that you would 
look forward to performing?
I used to enjoy at weddings singing Mendelssohn’s Hear My 
Prayer (O for the Wings of a Dove).

Did you keep on singing after leaving, or join any other 
choirs?
I continued on at Trinity in their choir, and did musical 
comedy after my voice broke. I used to sing in St Paul’s 
choir as a treble and in the school choir as a baritone, and 
sang baritone in musical comedy parts. In those days it 

was under Professor Warren Thomson who later on went 
on to run the Sydney International Piano Competition 
every two years – he was also my piano teacher, so I learned 
piano from him as well. So, a lot of respect for his talent 
and ability, and in fact we made a lot of records in those 
days and regularly sang with female school choirs. After 
leaving Trinity the only singing I did was as a server, and 
then Warden of Servers’ Guild at St Paul’s. I kept up playing 
my piano though, and still enjoy singing at church when it’s 
been possible.

We often talk about the importance of choir community 
and fellowship. What was the most important part of 
being in the choir for you?
You spend so much time together – two services on a 
Sunday, Monday morning choir practice; in to school 
Tuesday Wednesday, Thursday and Friday with choir 
practice, service, and late practice on Tuesday and Friday. 
You do develop friendships and camaraderie in the group 
because you’re going through the same stuff. I also just 
really enjoyed singing in such a magnificent venue like 
the Cathedral, where the building is just made for music. 
Having a good group to sing with who are really competent 
is a real pleasure.

There’s a covert tradition of choristers leaving their 
names behind on the choir stalls when the leave. Is your 
name out there somewhere?
No, I was too chicken! I was a goody two-shoes so I didn’t 
do that.

You never truly leave the Church, do you – and now 
you’re back in a very different position. 
I was asked, and was fortunately able, to assist the Diocese 
by coming in as Interim CEO. I’m pleased to be assisting 
and I’m enjoying the role, though I won’t be applying for 
the permanent position. Having now had the experience of 
what is a fairly unique and broad role where you have an 
opportunity to contribute to a lot of the work across the 
Diocese, I’d be able in the future to contribute in other 
ways – time will tell. 

Above: The Choir sings at Evensong on 6 October. As at the 
time of publication, singers are now required to wear masks 
while performing.

I approached the Vera Moore Foundation in order to seek 
funding for the project. The Foundation’s Trustees agreed 
to support the project in full, stating that:

‘We are very concerned about the future for choral groups 
in Melbourne due to the prolonged shutdown of this 
important cultural aspect of our city and its life. You are 
doing a great job with the music at the Cathedral in these 
most trying of times and providing hope to a very miserable 
Melbourne.’

Kristy and I produced the materials for the choir and 
congregation, Siegfried recorded the organ track (in one 
take, I might add! His nickname should be One Take 
Franke!), and we sent the materials to the congregation 
members’ email list on Friday 25 September. People had 
about a month to produce their video, and soon enough 
the videos started rolling in.

The overwhelming response was that people had really 
enjoyed the opportunity to have a bit of a sing, even if they 
do not consider themselves singers. And of course, this was 
the aim: to help people become involved in a joint project 
from the isolation necessitated by the pandemic, in much 
the same way as they might sing a hymn together in church.

Much research points to the health benefits of singing, 
whether together or on our own; research into the virtual 
choir phenomenon has shown that participants feel happier 
and enjoy a boost in self-esteem, both when they record 
their videos and when they see the final product, and their 
feelings of social isolation are reduced. (See https://bit.
ly/3l2KDo3 accessed 10:56 25 November 2020.)

Two unexpected but very welcome outcomes were as 
follows: first, I was in direct email contact with the whole 
congregation, which has led to many wonderful interactions 
about singing, the pandemic, the Choirs, mental health, 
so-called ‘iso-skills’ (new skills developed during isolation. 
Mine are diet and exercise), and general well-being: 
wonderful, genuinely pastorally important conversations, 
which were, I am sure, better for my well-being than anyone 
else’s!

Second, when people emailed me their final videos, so many 
commented that the act of singing a piece from start to 
finish reminded them that they hadn’t sung together with 
others for so long – both members of the congregation and 
choir. This was obviously upsetting for many – some were 
reduced to tears – but hopefully upsetting in that kind of 
hope-in-expectation way, the emotion you feel when you’ve 
been without something for so long, but the possibility of 
its returning is becoming evident.

Thank you to the Vera Moore Foundation for making this 
wonderful project possible, and to you all for your support 
of all our music at St Paul’s Cathedral. May God bless you 
richly this Christmas and always.

Interim CEO, Melbourne Anglican Diocesan Corporation



An Interview with 
Albert McGill
As told to Director of Music Philip Nicholls

This article is compiled from an interview with Professor 
Albert McGill, a bass lay clerk of the Cathedral Choir since 
1995

You have been a chorister most of your life and have 
lived in many countries around the world. Would you 
please describe how you came to be a chorister and the 
churches where you’ve sung?
I grew up in a strongly Protestant area of Belfast. In primary 
school at the age of six, I was singing with the class when 
the teacher stood alongside me and told me I couldn’t 
sing so would I please keep quiet. Being an obedient child, 
I shut up and didn’t sing again for the next six years. At 
that time my younger brother and sister became members 
of the St Matthew’s Shankill parish church junior choir. 
To attend practices in the church they had to cross a busy 
main road and my mother insisted I take them to and from 
the practice. As I had to wait about an hour for them to 
make the return journey, I was sometimes persuaded to 
join in their rehearsal, seemingly without offending the 
choirmaster!

About a year later as my voice began to break I asked my 
mother if I could be released from my escort duties and 
other arrangements were made to shepherd the children 
across the road. However, my mother suggested I should 
offer my services to the senior choir. Expecting that my 
limited talent would be easily rejected, I turned up at choir 
practice and explained my mission to the choirmaster, a Mr 
Ronnie Lee. He was much too busy to really pay attention 
so he said, ‘Just go and sit beside that chap over there and sing 
what he sings’. The chap was a Mr Harry Robinson and he 
sang alto. He knew my mother from Sunday School and 
decided to take me under his wing. At that time (1955) a 

male singing in this register was rare and very suspect as 
regards gender and sexuality and we had to put up with 
some very ribald comments, especially if we sang with other 
church choirs. For the next 20 years I sang alto wherever I 
went and in all churches as the voice became more accepted 
and popular.

No crosses were permitted in St Matthew’s and when the 
choir once sang a piece in Latin, it nearly caused a riot! 
On Sundays I would attend a morning Boys’ Brigade bible 
class at 10am at the Presbyterian church, rush down to 
sing Morning Prayer at 11.30am at St Matthews, attend 
parish Bible class at 3pm then Evensong at 7pm. That was 
a normal Sunday – no sport, no cinemas, no recreation 
except walking, limited TV and some radio.

St Matthew’s parish choir was modelled on King’s College, 
Cambridge, which Mr Lee adored, and we learned much 
of their repertoire and style. We were the best choir in 
Northern Ireland as Music Competitions proved and were 
invited to broadcast Evensong on BBC Radio 3.

After school, I obtained a scholarship and went up to 
university aiming to obtain a job in industry – academia 
held no interest for me. On graduation (1965) I went to 
work for Shell Research Limited in Sittingbourne, Kent, 
a dramatic shift from Northern Ireland. There I joined 
the choir of St John’s: my girlfriend from St Matthews 
came to join me and sang soprano. We became engaged 
and subsequently married. We were approached by some 
chorister friends to help out with preserving St Mary’s 
church in Chatham, which was in danger of closing down, 
so each Sunday we would sing Eucharist at St John’s, then 
drive quickly to St Mary’s (about 21 kilometres) and sang 
another Eucharist there.

While at Shell (1968) I completed a Master’s degree at 
Nottingham University through my research work. I 
was then offered a Research Fellowship back at Queen’s 
University, Belfast, my alma mater in 1969. This afforded 
the opportunity to obtain a PhD on a salary and on it we 
could afford a mortgage and a house, returning to sing at 
St Matthew’s Shankill. Finishing the PhD I was stuck for 
employment and in 1972, had to accept a semi-academic 
appointment with The Department of Agriculture, 
Northern Ireland at an agricultural college.

The college was Loughry College in Cookstown, Co 
Tyrone, a mixed community and often referred to as ‘bandit 
country’ as many attacks on security forces occurred nearby. 
We joined Derryloran Parish Church and discovered little 
semblance of a choir. A local gentleman was gifted as a singer 
and choir director, but he was an alcoholic, and so struggled 
to maintain the choir. Here I began singing bass because we 

had three ancient contraltos but no bass section. I’ve sung 
bass ever since. The choir managed to survive despite odd 
relapses of the director into alcohol addiction.

Whilst at the College I studied education at the New 
University of Ulster and picked up an advanced studies 
diploma (1976) and a Masters’ degree in Science Education 
(1979). After six years I could make no further progress 
and in 1978, I took up a lecturing post at the fairly new 
University of Surrey in Guildford, Surrey. They had a 
formidable music department that supplied the choir for 
Guildford Cathedral, but I could find no local choir to 
which I felt I could contribute, so I had a break.

In 1982 I was invited to the University of Stellenbosch 
in South Africa, for six weeks as a Visiting Lecturer. Prior 
to the appointment I gave some papers at a Cape Town 
conference on Nutrition and these were so well received 
that I was invited to visit a number of universities across 
the country. As a result of these visits I was subsequently 
invited to take up a position of Senior Lecturer at Pretoria 
University in the Transvaal. What was unusual was that 
both Stellenbosch and Pretoria were Afrikaaner universities 
and gave almost all their communications in Afrikaans (of 
which I had no previous knowledge) so why they liked my 
work I do not know. Having moved to Pretoria I sought 
out a church with a choir and found one within walking 
distance of the campus. This was St Michael and all Angels, 
which had quite a good mixed choir but was a High 
Church establishment. I had much to learn and tolerate 
although the only disquiet I suffered was in a combined 
service with the Anglo-Catholics on Our Lady Day (my 
Protestant forebears would have been outraged!). Getting 
used to Christmas in the summer and having a swim 
between services on Christmas Eve was a new experience 
and learning the language at work was difficult. Little 
allowance was made for my lack of language experience. 
Within three years I had been appointed to a chair and 
made great progress in my work over the nine years I was 
there, including a Doctor of Science degree for my research 
work.

As the politics changed and total emancipation became 
imminent I was offered the Head of Department position 
but I felt it was time to move. A position opened at the new 
University of Plymouth in Newton Abbott in South East 
England so I returned to the UK in 1991. Where we lived 
there was no near church with any choral activity, so singing 
was deferred again. Within four years I saw an opening in my 
field in Australia and was encouraged to apply. Eventually I 
was offered the position as Dean of the Faculty of Science 
at the new Victoria University in Melbourne. I took up 
the post in 1995 and soon approached the Organist and 
Choir Director at St Paul’s Cathedral (Dr June Nixon) who 

offered me an audition. To my surprise I was accepted and 
I am still here!

In 2005 my second five-year contract as Dean came to an 
end and I left Victoria University, but took a sabbatical as a 
Visiting Fellow at a research institute at Oxford University, 
associated with appointment to the senior common room 
of Merton College, where I sang in what was then its 
voluntary choir. The flexibility of membership often meant 
that the organ scholar who ran the choir had little indication 
of who might turn up at each service until shortly before 
it began. A challenging arrangement! In 2006 the choir, 
through those contacts peculiar to Oxbridge institutions, 
were invited to stand in for the choir of St Paul’s Cathedral 
in London while the main choir rehearsed for a memorial 
service required at short notice. Quite an experience!

In 2009 I was invited by a colleague to accept a Visiting 
Professorship at the National University of Singapore 
for their first semester and whilst there I joined the choir 
of St Andrew’s Cathedral. This is a choir that struggles 
with hymns, let alone settings, but they try hard and the 
experience was novel in that the cathedral on a Sunday 
provided for services in Malay, Chinese and English in 
sequence, with each congregation waiting in line for each 
service to end and then rush for places.

Is there a particular service, piece of music, or 
performance that stands out for the right or wrong 
reasons?   
Over the course of a lifetime there are many pieces of music 
and performances that spring to mind but not all of them 
choral, e.g. Jacqueline du Pre’s performance of the Elgar 
Cello Concerto or Isaac Stern’s of the Brahms Violin Concerto, 
any clarinet work by Martin Frost or Sabine Meyer, Jazz by 
Oscar Petersen, a number of pieces by Cleo Lane, brass by 
Wynton Marsalis and Stan Getz, all come to mind but I 
assume you would prefer some vocal/choir work? 

The first anthem that I sang as a novice alto was ‘O Lord 
the Maker of all thing’ by William Mundy and my first 
singing of ‘I was glad’ by Parry, especially the first few 
bars when the altos have a significant part to play. I love 
the Vaughan Williams arrangement of the Old Hundredth 
hymn especially if there is some brass available but I usually 
prefer the sound of unaccompanied voice. I have no great 
voice of my own and have no desire to sing solo as I know 
my limitations. I was drawn to choral work at St Matthew’s 
because it aimed for a single voice, an anonymous sound 
where individual voices were so blended as to sound as 
one. An individual voice standing out spoils that and has 
seen many budding soloists asked to leave. I therefore lean 
towards Tudor music such as Byrd, Tallis and Palestrina. 
It provides simplicity and enormous challenge and getting 
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it right is such a pleasure. However, I find pieces such as 
Taverner’s ‘The Lamb’ a delight (if I can get it right!). I find 
most Victorian music teeth grindingly painful and Stainer’s 
‘Crucifixion’ almost impossible to bear (but I have sung it 
every year since 1995). 

I and my fellow choristers at St Matthew’s took great pleasure 
in an incident in a performance of the ‘Hallelujah’ chorus: 
a fellow chorister, a tenor of some ability and someone 
who sometimes conducted us and was a close friend of the 
choirmaster and believed he had superior vocal skills, was at 
great pains to warn us of the rest before the final hallelujah. 
He made a big issue of it. In the performance, at that critical 
point, someone sang prominently in the rest. As you might 
expect it was him – he never quite lived that down.

You have found time to come to choir even in the midst 
of a very busy professional career. Why is this, and what 
are the benefits of choral singing for you?
The superficial answer would be that spending my time 
in wall-to-wall meetings, dealing with difficult staff and 
managing impossible budgets whilst trying to maintain 
high academic standards required some means of relief ! 
The Choir provided such relief and a welcome break.

If you spend most of your life standing in front of and 
leading people, it is a great pleasure sometimes to disappear 
in a choir. When that choir supplies a critical part of a 
service of worship it becomes even more important for what 
it gives to others. I have been doing it for most of my life 
(with varying degrees of success!) and having committed 
myself to becoming a cathedral chorister I could not fail 
through lack of attendance. Sometimes it has become 
difficult or even impossible but I do my best. Good choirs 
are supportive and are a great pleasure to belong to, others 
are less happy. I have known both, but I realise that many 
others are relying on the service provided so how could 
I fail to be there? I dislike some works we perform but a 
cathedral choir, as I see it, must provide for all the tastes and 
needs of its congregation. So sometimes I grit my teeth and 
know it will pass!

Please provide some words of encouragement for our 
choristers and lay clerks.
It is difficult for me to respond to this question without 
some criticism. Although most choirs in which I have 

sung have been a little cavalier in their views of the clergy 
and their attitudes to religion, they have rarely been 
disrespectful or detached from the object of the services 
sung. When I joined my first choir, like many, I became a 
member of the Royal School of Church Music (RSCM) 
and we took very seriously the requirement that choirs acted 
for the congregation and were responsible to lead services 
in ‘all things said and sung’. In my first choir, there was an 
equal determination to speak the words of the services, in 
particular the responses, clearly and in unison, providing 
that lead for the congregation. Not all choirs were as good 
as that, which may be a generational thing. 

So, words of encouragement:
• remember that the music you sing is only a part of a 

service of worship and the congregation relies on you 
for a lead;

• the RSCM advises that choirs are responsible for 
representing and leading the congregation in all parts 
of the service, both said and sung;

• try to enjoy the music even when you might not like 
it – you will be surprised how some pieces will grow 
on you;

• behave in such a way that you do not distract other 
choristers or the clergy and congregation from their 
worship;

• remember that even if you think your small voice 
is not important, be assured that it makes a mighty 
contribution to the whole sound.

Please provide some words of encouragement for our 
Music Foundation Donors.
Although many members of the choir and other 
contributors to the music of the cathedral provide their 
services free and often at a cost to themselves, some depend 
on its financial support as a way of earning an income. The 
establishment of the choir relies on scholarship funds to 
attract the children and adults essential to maintain the 
music at its present high standard. Your support is critical to 
those processes. I would encourage you to come and listen 
to the choir and music as often as you are able. Apart from 
the joy it may bring it will keep you abreast of the stages of 
development that are essential for all choirs. It also allows 
you to provide better informed critical support and to see 
where the funding goes. For all your work and support we 
are very grateful.

CELEBRATE CHRISTMAS

For bookings & Service Details visit www.cathedral.org.au/Christmas
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Worship In-person, Online & on Channel 31 (Digital 44) Community Television.
Sun 13th Dec 4pm Christmas Lessons & Carols • Online Only
Christmas Eve
24th December

3pm Children’s Service • Online Only
6pm Christmas Lessons & Carols • Online & on Channel 31
8pm 華語聖誕晚會 (Mandarin Service) • Online & on Channel 31
10pm First Eucharist of Christmas • Worship In-person & Online

Christmas Day 
25th December

8am Holy Communion (BCP) • Worship In-person & Online
10am Choral Eucharist • Worship In-person, Online & on Channel 31

The Cathedral is open December 21st - 24th 10am - 3pm. 

Above: a still from a C31 pre-recorded Evensong. Thanks to the 
support of the Music Foundation and the generous gifts of our 
donors, St Paul’s was able to upgrade our audio/visual system, 
adding a new camera and upgrading an existing one, greatly to 
enhance our ability to record musical services.

BCP Eucharist with Sermon
Sung Eucharist with Hymns, all-age 
Bible Talk and Sermon
Mandarin Eucharist 

Sundays 
8am 
10am

1pm

at St Paul’s Cathedral
STREAMING SERVICES

Choral Evensong (Mondays*)
Choral Evensong (Tuesdays) 
Lunchtime Eucharist (Wednesdays)
Quiet Prayer & Stillness (Fridays)

Weekdays
2.30pm
5.10pm
12.15pm
12.15pm

*Broadcast on C31 (digital 44) at 2.30pm only

www.cathedral.org.au/worship
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