An interview with organist and composer Phillip Moore
Phillip Moore
I'm Philip Moore, and my title now is Organist Emeritus of York Minster. And I was for 25 years Organist and Master of the Music.
Sammi Tooze
What beautiful job. And so being Master of Music in a church, you obviously have a lot of experience of music in worship. So, can you tell me a little bit first about why we have music in our worship and what it's there for? What does it do?
Phillip Moore
We have music in worship because it is a language that begins where words fail. That is the essence of it. For instance, we are surrounded by languages that are not words. If I hug my children, my grandchildren, my wife, it says more than saying I love you. It expresses that love in a way that is beyond words. And that is what music does. 
For instance, if you say the words of the Sanctus: Holy, holy, holy, Lord, God of hosts, heaven and earth are full of thy glory. Wonderful words from the Book of Common Prayer, of course, or Sanctus, Sanctus, Dóminus Deus Sábaoth. Those words sung give far more of a sense of holiness and awe and wonder than words can. When they're just spoken, you can say ‘Holy, holy, holy’ at the top of your voice in a very resonant building. But it won't say what music can say through it. And that is really why we have music in in worship.
Sammi Tooze
That's such a beautifully poetic description. I love the idea that music in itself is a language that speaks of holiness. 
And of course, we journey through that in many seasons of the Christian year. We find music helps us to speak of holiness through particular lenses through the Christian year. We're making this video in Advent, for example. 
So, Advent itself, speaks of a particular aspect of our faith. So as someone who - you've obviously experienced Advent many times before - so what does advent itself mean to you as a season? How do you enjoy experiencing it?
Phillip Moore
It's the season of preparation, it’s the beginning of the Church's year. And I love everything about it. The time of year, the darkness outside. And it has a very special atmosphere. The music and the readings for Advent are particularly wonderful. 
Sammi Tooze
And the music of Advent, as you say, is, is particularly wonderful. Do you have any particular favourite Advent music or even Christmas music?
Phillip Moore
The are various anthems that we always used to sing, and I think they still do in the Minster. Vigilate by William Byrd, which is the most wonderful piece. It's rhythmically, amazingly complex, but it all fits together like a wonderful jigsaw. And basically, be watchful and waiting. And it has a wonderful feel of expectation because the rhythms go against one another. But finally, the end of the piece, is a great triumph. And it is one of the pieces for Advent. 
I can think of one or two others as well, which I've just jotted down. A Spotless Rose by Herbert Howells. Which is a wonderful example of the way in which somebody who was not a Christian - probably, an agnostic. He can speak to the Christian faith in words that - I think it's a way in which God uses, everybody. And he has used Howells, with his great gift, to express something profound. The same as with Vaughan Williams, too. And this is a little bit of a diversion, but he was at university, he was an atheist. He said he was an atheist, anyway. But the way he understands works not only from the Bible, from other Christian writings as well. I think there was something there which he didn't really express. 
And just to give an example of that, he was a great lover of Pilgrim's Progress. He loved it. His mother used to read it to him when he was a child. He wrote an opera called Pilgrim's Progress, which is hardly ever done. And some of it is based on his Fifth Symphony. And over the slow movement to the Fifth Symphony is a quotation from Pilgrim's Progress:  “He has given me a life by his sorrows and a life by his death,” or words to that effect, and that was eradicated. And I blame his wife. She was once asked when she was being - Usrsula Vaughan Williams, who was a wonderful poet, and a great supporter of her husband - she was asked about Vaughan Williams' faith, and she said, “we don't really talk about that.” And she dismissed it absolutely. There are other words. 
There’re some wonderful words, by Jeremy Taylor, who is a 17th century poet: “Lord, come away. Why must thou stay? Thy road is ready.” And they've been set by Vaughan Williams again. It's a song with, I think, piano and violin accompaniment. And actually, I've set them as well, but I've never heard the piece except in my head and on the piano. But I have actually set them. So, there are these wonderful texts which are full of a feeling of - a feeling of Advent. A feeling of something that's going to come later on in our Christian journey.
Sammi Tooze
And so, I think what you’ve beautifully highlighted there is that the music that we experience and encounter during Advent, the music itself speaks of that expectation that we are all in in that season. And that is often using texts which also speak of that expectation. And there are so many rich, beautiful poetry, that many composers like yourself have used to set music for Advent.

One of those sets of texts which will be known to some people are the Advent antiphons, and you have just recently been commissioned by the Church of England to compose the first of those - a new setting of the first of those Antiphons. There will be some people watching this video who might not have come across Antiphons before, who might not know what they are.
Can you tell me briefly what an Advent antiphon is? How would you describe it? An antiphon is something that is usually sung before and after a canticle. I.e. Magnificat is a canticle as we know, and is always sung at evensong. And these advent antiphons are always sung in services before and after the Magnificat. And each of the antiphons is -
Phillip Moore
I’ve got the list of them here - each of them is actually, an Old Testament name for Christ, basically. We have, O Wisdom. O Radix Jesse. Come and deliver us, O Key of David. O Oriens, the morning star. O Rex Gentium, the King of the nations, come and save us. Emmanuel, come and save us.
And there's one which is not often sung. And it is very interesting, because the copy that we used to use, had the last antiphon O Virgo Virginum, and that is obviously not the name of Christ. And it was added, I think, and I remember once, we had a presenter - can I say who it is? - Dear Paul Ferguson. We loved him dearly. He was a fabulous musician. A really good organist. And actually, he once played, for evensong, and I didn't tell the choir. I mean, his middle name is John. So I use John when I talk to him, and then he came downstairs to play on the chamber organ and everyone. Oh, my goodness, it’s the presenter. And he was very, very he's a highly intelligent man, a really good theologian, and was very keen that we should not use this. But we got in a terrible muddle because the dates didn't align with the day of the week. And bless his heart, when he left, I managed to revert the original that we used to do. And it's the one that I love the most. Because, O Virgin of Virgins, how shall this be? And it finishes with the divine mystery. And it was the most wonderful way on the 23rd of finishing Advent music. And I always used to say we would sing as a divine mystery. And I feel a slight, “Oh, we've finished Advent. How sad. We've got the Christmas stuff to come.” There was something certainly the thing that I love about the antiphons is the poetry and the the richness of that poetry. And divine mystery, I think, just exemplifies that. It's beautiful poetry. And so of that collection of poetry, you have been commissioned to write a setting of that first one of O Wisdom.
Sammi Tooze
So in that composition, what did you, where did you draw your inspiration from as you were writing it? Was there anything particular in that, those four lines of poetry that you wanted to draw out that relates to that name of Christ, of O Wisdom? I've simply harmonised the plainsong. But this is something that I love doing because I've written a lot of anthems, which have plainsong in them. There’s one which is often sung called All Wisdom Comes from the Lord. And there is another one called, I can't remember what it's called, but it has Psalm 84 in it. A Low God is Here. That’s the one. And there are various other ones as well. And I've set some Magnificat settings, which are based on the, on playing some as well with harmony.
So, being able to write this one was food and drink to me because I just love, I love plainsong, I love accompanied plainsong. We find the accompany playing something. The Duruflé Requiem, for instance. And it's all part of my musical DNA. And just reflecting back, when I was a child, we went to a fairly low church, Anglican. Low church, Anglican church, in Cockfosters, North London, and, I remember my mother saying to me, one day she said, plainsong is sometimes considered to be really rather high church. But she said it is incredibly beautiful. And we'd heard some playing, some at a service somewhere else. And I've always thought that the people used to think of it as being a bit spiky.
And when I was a child, people were slightly wary of spiky churches. And there was quite a bit of a divide between the two churchmanships and I think less so now, actually. And certainly, plainsong used to be considered to be a bit spiky, but it's just wonderful, I think. 
Sammi Tooze
It lets you into the divine mystery. And so, in that setting of harmonised plainsong, how do you hope that churches, communities might, how do you see that setting being used? And how do you hope people will engage through the spiritual advent, in engaging in listening and singing your new setting?
Phillip Moore
It's impossible to say how people react to music and what it says to them. And I was reading in, actually this morning on the radio, I tried to listen to Bach Before Seven, and the announcer was speaking about some music that made him fearful. And I was looking at Alan Ridout’s autobiography. He was a composer, and I loved him as a student.
And he said when he heard some Stravinsky as a child, he felt quite frightened. The Stravinsky he mentioned, I think, was the movement for A Rite of Spring. It doesn't frighten me at all. I think it's wonderful. And I think you never know how people are going to react to a piece of music. And I think a lot of the way, people react is what the singers convey in the way they sing.
And I think there's, there's a spirituality in some choirs that comes right across to the listener or to the worshiper. And especially if the singers themselves feel to be part of the worship. And that doesn't necessarily mean to say they’re paid up Christians, because I remember when I was at the Minster and indeed, when I was walking out of Guildford Cathedral, there were people who didn't necessarily adhere to the Christian faith in their lives, but it obviously - I could tell it had spoken to them.
Sammi Tooze
And, I think that comes across to the listener. And I think that relates to the first question we were talking about of why do we have music in our worship? Because it speaks to people. It speaks to their spirituality. It enables us to encounter God in a particular way that is beyond words. So I think that's a very wise, wise answer.
So just as we round up our conversation, we are in Advent now. What does the rest of Advent look like for you?
Phillip Moore
We’re having an advent service in our benefice. We haven't quite worked out what we're going to sing yet. But we're working on that because I have a benefice choir. Which we, we meet once a week, and it's a wonderful choir to have because there are no, huge expectations. But it's a real it's a real, group of fellowship.
And we meet every Wednesday and, well, we're just seeking to see what we should sing for Advent. We've also got the village pantomime. And I'm a dodgy solicitor. So that is part of my Advent journey. 
Sammi Tooze
Wonderful. So, there is much music and much joy to be had in the remaining weeks of Advent.
Philip, it has been a joy to chat with you. Thank you so much for giving us your time. And thank you for sharing your creativity and your music with us. And of course, the wider Church of England. 
And we hope that many people will listen to your new composition, as well as the other settings that have been created, and use them to deepen their own faith in their spirituality as we enjoy the expectation of Christ being born among us.
Phillip Moore
Well, it's been a great privilege to be able to discuss these things for you Sammi, so thank you very much for asking me. Thank you.
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