SY DNEY PHILH A R MONI A CHOIRS
CEL EBR AT I NG 100 Y E A R S

A CENTURY
IN REVIEW
For nearly a century, the choirs of Sydney
Philharmonia have been driven by a passion to sing.
From the outset, when 12 church choristers met in
1920 to form the Hurlstone Park Choral Society,
amateur singers performing at a professional level
have devoted their time and talent to the wealth
of music in the choral repertoire. Since then, the
organisation has grown in size and reputation to
become one of Australia’s longest continuously active
arts organisations.
The original group of choristers quickly made their
mark on Sydney’s musical life, enjoying notable
successes at eisteddfods and in performances with
church groups and musical societies. By 1930
the membership numbered 100 and the Society
had more offers of work than it could manage.
The Society’s singers first appeared with the Sydney
Symphony Orchestra in 1936 and in 1941 the ABC
appointed them as the SSO’s choir – a role Sydney
Philharmonia Choirs fills to this day.
Under Musical Director Peter Seymour, the Society
expanded as its reputation grew, and in 1969
was renamed the Sydney Philharmonia Society.
Seymour believed the organisation should present
concerts independently of the ABC, which led to
the establishment of an annual subscription series
in 1972. He also formed the Motet Choir, a second
smaller choir now known as the Chamber Singers.
Philharmonia’s young adult choir, VOX, was formed
in 2001 and in 2007 Brett Weymark formed the
Festival Chorus to widen opportunities for choral
singers in the community.
Antony Walker and Choir, Sydney Town Hall. 1994 (approximation)

Musical highlights include a performance of
Beethoven’s Choral Symphony in the presence of the
Queen for the opening of the Sydney Opera House
in 1973. Australia’s Bicentennial year, 1988, was
another landmark, with Sydney Philharmonia playing
a pivotal role in the Australia Day celebrations at
the Sydney Opera House and the vast Easter Choral
Celebration where more than 3,000 singers from
the UK, New Zealand and Scandinavia performed
Messiah and the Verdi Requiem in Sydney’s
Entertainment Centre.
During the 1980s Sydney Philharmonia toured
internationally for the first time, performing in
Singapore, Japan and Italy. In 2003 it was the first
Australian choir to perform in the BBC Proms, singing
Mahler’s Eighth Symphony under Simon Rattle.
That success was repeated in 2010 with another tour
to London to perform Mahler’s Eighth Symphony.
They have also performed at the 40th birthday
celebrations of the Sydney Opera House, at the
funeral of former Prime Minister Gough Whitlam,
and with the Rolling Stones.
One hundred memorable years on from the founding
of the organisation, members of Sydney Philharmonia
Choirs continue to bring their passion and
commitment to singing great music to the highest
standard with some of the world’s finest conductors,
orchestras and soloists.
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SEASON NOTE
BRETT WEYMARK
2020 is a very special year for us at the Sydney
Philharmonia Choirs. We are celebrating the
extraordinary milestone of a 100 years of singing
together and enriching the lives of our audience
and the entire cultural fabric of Sydney. We are also
moving out of our home at the Sydney Opera House
Concert Hall for a period and, in a sense, coming
back to our roots at the Sydney Town Hall – a space
where so many historic performances occurred with
the choirs over its 100-year period.
So how do you celebrate 100 years of music making?
You create something new – hence our ambitious
project of 100 minutes of new music to celebrate our
centenary. 100 for 100! An opportunity to explore our
past, the present and our future as an artistic force in
our city.
We have major works being presented by our choirs
in Sydney and abroad from international names such
as Brett Dean and Elena Kats-Chernin to emerging
artists and even members of our own choirs.
In 2016 we made a commitment to the female voice
in the compositional world with our contribution
to the National Women Composers Development
Program which continues this year under the watchful
eye of Liza Lim.

In 2020 we launch a program that embraces the
Indigenous Australian voice in choral music. Each
concert this season will commence with a sung
Acknowledgment of Country Tarimi nulay – Long
time living here (Gadigal language) written by the
acclaimed Deborah Cheetham and Matthew Doyle,
alongside new works by Nardi Simpson and James
Henry. This is the start of an ongoing cultural
conversation with the First Nations people of
Australia and one we know will enrich the lives of
our singers and our understanding about how we can
better shape the future of this country.
In an age where many people express despair at a
lack of connection with each other, live music-making
continues to be one of the most dynamic exchanges
of energy we have as a society. Composers share
their vision with performers who then communicate
directly with an audience in a relationship that is
closely connected. People watch, listen and feel.
They forge a connection that can profoundly change
the way we look at the world.
In 2020, we will perform in Sydney, Melbourne,
Bermagui, Birmingham, Tokyo, Berlin, Leipzig,
Hannover and Hamburg. We cannot wait to share
the music with you.
Brett Weymark
Artistic and Music Director
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CONSIDERING
MATTHEW SHEPARD
T H U R S D AY 2 0 F E B R U A R Y AT 7. 3 0 P M
CI T Y R ECI TA L H A L L

PROGRAM
Craig HELLA JOHNSON
Considering Matthew Shepard
ARTISTS
Elizabeth Scott conductor
VOX

Photo: Keith Saunders, 2019. VOX.

In 1998 Matthew Shepard, a firstyear college student in Wyoming,
was kidnapped, beaten and left to
die. This brutal anti-gay hate crime
inspired anguish and outrage.
Nearly 20 years later it inspired
composer Craig Hella Johnson to
contemplate suffering, death and
the flame of love and led him on
a challenging creative journey.
“In composing Considering
Matthew Shepard,” he says,
“I wanted to create, within a
musical framework, a space for
reflection, consideration and unity
around his life and legacy.”
The result is a fusion-oratorio,
stylistically eclectic music
that moves between Lutheran
hymnody, chant, blues, cowboy
songs and Broadway as it captures
the fullness of Matthew’s life
and the legacy of his death. In
the background are the Passion
settings of JS Bach – offering
musical comfort as their listeners
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reflect on a story of intense
suffering. And Considering
Matthew Shepard begins with
Bach: the serene sounds of
the first prelude from the WellTempered Clavier (the music that
underpins Gounod’s Ave Maria).
Considering Matthew Shepard will
be performed by our VOX choir –
some of its members the same age
as Matthew himself when he died
– in a semi-staged presentation.
Join us at City Recital Hall for this
musical memorial that reverberates
with hope and serenity.
“…this modern-day Passion will
move many listeners to tears
even as it reaches beyond tragedy
to peace, understanding and
forgiveness.”
– The Chicago Tribune
Presented in collaboration with
the City Recital Hall.
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ST JOHN PASSION
RE-IMAGINED
S AT U R DAY 1 1 A PR I L AT 3 PM
S Y DN E Y TOW N H A L L

PROGRAM
JS BACH
St John Passion
Brooke SHELLEY (World premiere)
Joseph TWIST (World premiere)
ARTISTS
Brett Weymark conductor
Richard Butler Evangelist
Andrew O’Connor Christus
Celeste Lazarenko soprano
Anna Dowsley mezzo-soprano
Brenton Spiteri tenor
David Greco bass
Sydney Philharmonia
Baroque Orchestra
Chamber Singers
Symphony Chorus

Continuing our much-loved
tradition of Easter concerts, the
Symphony Chorus and Chamber
Singers are joining forces in 2020
to perform Bach’s St John Passion
at the Sydney Town Hall.
In the space of two hours,
Bach draws on the theatrical
conventions of opera to reveal the
immediacy and humanity of John’s
“eyewitness” Gospel account.
And at the heart of the drama is
the chorus – bringing a fierce,
almost visceral realism to the
crowd scenes and irresistibly
drawing us into a spirit of
contemplation in the chorales.
It’s a sign of great music that it
survives change – new contexts,
new trends, new audiences. No
longer do you need to sit for hours
in a Lutheran pew on Good Friday
in order to hear one of Bach’s
mighty “sermons in sound”. The
dramatic power of his St John
Passion – a vivid enactment of the
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Easter story – has transcended
its church origins to speak a
universal, musical message
that combines storytelling and
meditation.
So for this “re-imagined”
performance of Bach’s St John
Passion we’ve commissioned
two brief “reflections” that will
comment on questions posed by
this great work. And you’ll hear
them in the context of Bach’s
sound world, with an orchestra
of period instruments. In many
ways, this will be the St John
Passion as you’ve always heard
it – turbulent and majestic,
anguished and comforting, furious
and serene – but with a 21stcentury perspective to inspire new
contemplation.

Photo: Keith Saunders, 2016
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ELIJAH
S AT U R DAY 9 M AY AT 3 PM
S Y DN E Y TOW N H A L L

PROGRAM
Felix MENDELSSOHN Elijah
(Sung in English)
ARTISTS
Brett Weymark conductor
Penelope Mills soprano
Deborah Humble mezzo
Nicholas Jones tenor
Teddy Tahu Rhodes baritone
Festival Chorus
Sydney Philharmonia Orchestra

Photo: Keith Saunders, 2019

When Mendelssohn’s Elijah
received its triumphant premiere
at the 1846 Birmingham Festival
there were more than a hundred
musicians in the orchestra and
several hundred singers in the
choir. This is choral music on a
grand scale, and we think we’ll do
it justice with the imposing sound
of the 400-voice Festival Chorus
and the perfect Victorian-era
ambience of the Sydney Town Hall.

But, as conductor Brett Weymark
points out, Elijah was also a
complex personality and in some
ways a “very difficult man”.
Mendelssohn himself saw him
as “energetic and zealous, but
also stern, wrathful and gloomy.”
His characterisation requires a
commanding vocal and dramatic
presence and it’s a role that will
suit the operatic baritone Teddy
Tahu Rhodes.

Based on an Old Testament story
(earthquake! fire! and the “still
small voice”), Elijah combines
the majestic tradition of Handel
and the worshipful spirit of Bach
with Mendelssohn’s own Romantic
style. The result is a thrilling
musical picture of “a grand and
mighty prophet…borne on the
wings of angels”.

Join us to experience the choral
masterpiece that inspired a
generation.
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A CENTENARY
CELEBRATION
S AT U R DAY 2 0 J U N E AT 5 PM
S Y DN E Y TOW N H A L L
PROGRAM
ACT 1
William BARTON arr. Hamilton
Kalkadunga Yurdu
Deborah CHEETHAM
Tarimi nulay – Long-time living
here (World premiere)
Movements from Eumeralla,
a war requiem for peace
(Sydney premiere)
Ross EDWARDS Dawn Mantras
Stephen LEEK Ngana
Paul STANHOPE
Movements from Jandamarra
James HENRY (World premiere)
Nardi SIMPSON (World premiere)
ACT 2
Dan WALKER Centenary Mash-Up
ACT 3
Elena KATS-CHERNIN
Human Waves (World premiere)
ARTISTS
Brett Weymark conductor
Elizabeth Scott conductor
Sydney Philharmonia Choirs
and Orchestra

In 1920 a dozen choristers who
wanted to sing at the highest level
formed the Hurlstone Park Choral
Society. One hundred years on,
the choirs total 600 voices and
the vision of musical excellence
stands. There’s every reason to
celebrate as the four choirs join
forces for a spectacular concert
in three acts.
Central to the festivities is the
richness of our Sydney identity
and Act 1 celebrates Sydney’s
Indigenous Australian culture
and history. Favourites such as
William Barton’s Kalkadunga
Yurdu will sit alongside
movements from Deborah
Cheetham’s acclaimed Eumeralla
which has brought Indigenous
and non-Indigenous Australian
performers together in music.
And as part of our commitment
to 100 minutes of new music in
our 100th year, we will also be
performing new works by James
Henry and Nardi Simpson.
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Act 3 presents a major new
work for choir and orchestra,
Human Waves by Elena KatsChernin. The libretto, written by
Tamara Anna Cislowska and Chris
Latham, reflects on migration,
the blending of cultures and the
future of our city.
At the heart of the concert sits
Dan Walker’s exhilarating mash-up
of the top ten choral masterpieces
at the core of our repertoire. You’ll
be smiling as you hear them
whizz by: Beethoven Nine, Mahler
moments, Carmina Burana, the
Verdi and Mozart requiems,
Haydn’s Creation, Bach’s
St Matthew Passion, Elijah,
and Handel’s joyous coronation
anthem Zadok the Priest, not to
mention the greatest oratorio of
all, Messiah.

Photo: Hurlstone Park Choral Society and Vivian Peterson, Sydney Town Hall. 1940s
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CHORUSOZ:
VERDI REQUIEM
S U N DAY 4 O C T O B E R AT 5 PM
S Y DN E Y TOW N H A L L

PROGRAM
Giuseppe VERDI Requiem
ARTISTS
ChorusOz
Sydney Philharmonia Orchestra

For its exhilarating and primal
effect, there’s no music to rival
the “Dies irae” (Day of Wrath) in
Verdi’s Requiem. When it thunders
into the hall, the sheer terror of
the scene will grip you, just as
the composer intended. At the
other extreme is the anguish of
the weeping “Lacrymosa” and
the glowing serenity of the “Lux
aeterna” (Light Eternal). This
might be a mass for the dead
– music for the church – but its
emotional and dramatic impact is
equal to a night at the opera.
Over a single weekend of intensive
music-making, the participants
in ChoruzOz 2020 will gather to

2020 SEASON

rehearse Verdi’s great masterpiece
and immerse themselves in his
infallible theatrical instinct.
If the name Verdi makes you think
of the opera house – Rigoletto,
La Traviata, Aida – you too can
experience the genius of his
Requiem, a thrilling yet profound
expression of grief, deeply
personal and yet spectacular
music that spoke to an entire
nation. Awesome!
ChorusOz 2020 takes place on
Saturday 3 and Sunday
4 October 2020.
Visit chorusoz.com.au
to sign up as a participant.
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TRANSCENDENCE
S AT U R DAY 2 1 N OV E M B E R AT 5 PM
S U N DAY 2 2 N OV E M B E R AT 2 PM
U TZON ROOM, SY DNEY OPER A HOUSE

PROGRAM
Andrew ANDERSON (World premiere)
Richard Rodney BENNETT
Benjamin BRITTEN
Edward ELGAR
Lou HARRISON
Gabriel JACKSON
Maria LOPES (World premiere)
James MacMILLAN
Peter PHILIPS
Bernard ROSE
Paul STANHOPE
Ralph VAUGHAN WILLIAMS
ARTISTS
Brett Weymark conductor
Chamber Singers

In 2020 we’re embracing
the centuries-old tradition of
celebrating Saint Cecilia’s Day,
22 November, with a concert
in honour of the patron saint
of music and musicians. In art
she’s usually depicted with an
organ, but her association with
music comes from her wedding
day when she “sang in her heart
to the Lord”. So it seems right
to raise our voices in song with
a garland of choral tributes from
across the ages.
The framework for the concert
is the meditative Mass for St
Cecilia’s Day by Californian
visionary and mystic Lou Harrison.
Dedicated to “The St Cecilia
Society for the Preservation and
Restoration of Gregorian Chant
and Peking Opera and Other
Endangered Things of Beauty”,
it gave Harrison a chance to draw
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on his boyhood love of plainchant
as well his fascination with
gamelan and Chinese music.
From Harrison’s Mass the program
looks back to composers such
as madrigalist Peter Philips and
forward to James MacMillan
and Australian Paul Stanhope.
And no “Caecilian” concert
would be complete without the
musical tributes by Vaughan
Williams, Elgar and, of course,
Benjamin Britten, famously born
on St Cecilia’s Day. We’re also
excited to include two specially
commissioned works by Andrew
Anderson and Maria Lopes.
Join our Chamber Singers in the
intimate space of the Sydney
Opera House Utzon Room for this
heavenly concert – an oasis of
pure musical inspiration.

Photo: Keith Saunders, 2019. Chamber Singers
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CAROLS AT
THE COLISEUM
S AT U R DAY 1 9 D E C E M B E R AT 8 PM
S U N DAY 2 0 D E C E M B E R AT 2 PM
S Y DN E Y C OL I S E U M T H E AT R E
PROGRAM
Robert SHAW &
Robert Russell BENNETT
The Many Moods of Christmas
featuring all your favourite
classic Christmas carols, with
Adolphe ADAM O Holy Night
Leroy ANDERSON Sleigh Ride
JS BACH
Christen, ätzet diese Tag
Benjamin BRITTEN Hymn to
the Virgin
Luke BYRNE Capricorn
Morten LAURIDSEN
O Magnum Mysterium
show tunes and more!
ARTISTS
Brett Weymark conductor
Teddy Tahu Rhodes
Symphony Chorus
Chamber Singers
VOX
Sydney Philharmonia Orchestra

In 2020 we’re taking our annual
Christmas extravaganza west to
the Sydney Coliseum Theatre.
The venue might be new, but the
much-loved seasonal traditions will
continue to light up the stage, with
stirring Christmas music, popular
standards, show tunes and plenty
of audience participation!
Special guests and baritone Teddy
Tahu Rhodes will join the 100
voices of our combined choirs for
radiant baroque classics, heartfelt
show tunes, all your favourite
carols and some fun surprises.
This year the heart of the concert
is The Many Moods of Christmas
– magnificent arrangements of
great Christmas carols devised
by that iconic figure of American
choral music, Robert Shaw, and
Broadway orchestrator Robert
Russell Bennett. During his
lifetime, Shaw inspired millions
of choral singers around the world
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(famously saying, “Singing is
far too important to leave to the
professionals”) and his recordings
of The Many Moods of Christmas
have remained on the best-seller
lists for more than 50 years.
Doris Day, Dolly Levi and Mary
Poppins will be there in spirit,
and our orchestra will add to
the magic with highlights from
Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker and
Leroy Anderson’s jaunty Sleigh
Ride. And in a special treat, we’re
reprising Luke Byrne’s rapturous
Christmas song Capricorn, which
made such an effect when we
premiered it in 2018.
It isn’t Christmas without singing,
so put on Christmas sparkle and
come to Carols at the Coliseum!
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100 MINU TES
OF NEW MUSIC
To fulfil the artistic vision for our Centenary season we have commissioned 100 minutes
of new Australian music – proudly promoting and energising choral music in Australia
and overseas. The commissions draw on many different cultural experiences of music and
performance and they showcase the uniquely Australian contribution to this art form.
The composers selected represent the diversity of the Australian population.
In particular, the works by Indigenous Australian composers will demonstrate innovative
and unusual choral music compositions and unique performance experiences as well as
exposing audiences to music from Australia’s First Nations people.
Significantly, one of the major works we have commissioned will be composed
by Brett Dean, the pre-eminent Australian composer of his generation, and has the
backing of major arts companies across Europe, including the City of Birmingham
Symphony Orchestra and Chorus in the UK, the Rundfunk-Sinfonieorchester Berlin
and the Orchestre National de Lyon.
ST JOHN PASSION
RE-IMAGINED

A CENTENARY
CELEBRATION

TRANSCENDENCE

Brooke Shelley

Deborah Cheetham
James Henry

Maria Lopes

Joseph Twist

Andrew Anderson

Elena Kats-Chernin
Nardi Simpson
CENTENARY TOUR (UK AND GERMANY)
Brett Dean
Daniel Brinsmead
Matthew Orlovich
Will Yaxley
The world premiere of Brett Dean’s work will be performed in Birmingham on 1st October 2020
in collaboration with the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra and Chorus.
2020 SEASON
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CENTENARY
EVENTS
CENTENARY TOUR
The Centenary Tour of Sydney Philharmonia Choirs will present a signiﬁcant portfolio of new
Australian music to audiences in the UK and Germany. We will perform ﬁve concerts in conjunction
with our international artistic partners in the culturally significant cities of Birmingham, Berlin,
Hannover, Leipzig and Hamburg. The Centenary Tour choir will be made up of 120 voices from
our highly acclaimed and versatile auditioned choirs. Choristers and musicians from European
ensembles will have the opportunity to learn and perform new Australian music that we’ve
commissioned to celebrate our 100th anniversary. And audiences will have the opportunity to
experience Australian creativity and innovation, enhancing our reputation internationally.
EXHIBITION
Sydney Philharmonia Choirs will celebrate a century of music, singing and performance in the
City of Sydney by mounting a free exhibition of memorabilia and archival material in the Sydney
CBD in 2020. This public exhibition will incorporate items such as audio recordings, photographs,
programs, posters, choir uniforms and membership records. This project will showcase the proud
history of the thousands of singers who have participated in the growth of the organisation over the
last 100 years and their commitment to music in this city.
CENTENARY DINNER
The first performance of Hurlstone Park Choral Society took place on 9 September 1920.
Almost one hundred years to the day we invite you to be part of history by celebrating with us
at the Centenary Dinner. This special evening will take place in the Yallamundi Rooms at
Sydney Opera House on Saturday 12 September 2020.

T HE CEN T ENA RY SE A SON WOU L D NOT BE POSSIBL E
W ITHOU T THE GENEROUS CONTR IBU TIONS
F ROM ME MBER S OF T HE CEN T ENA RY CIRCL E .
Photo: Keith Saunders, 2019
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BO OK
Tickets from $39
Seniors and student discounts apply
sydneyphilharmonia.com.au
Phone: (02) 8274 6200

DONATE
As a non-profit arts organisation every bit of assistance
we receive makes a critical difference.
We are truly thankful to all donors and supporters.
Donations are tax deductible
and acknowledged on our website.
sydneyphilharmonia.com.au/donate

SING WI T H US
There are opportunities to sing with us throughout the year.
Visit sydneyphilharmonia.com.au and find out how.

