
WALTER HUSSEY        SLIDE 1 – TITLE PAGE 

PATRON OF ART 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

I hope this morning to give a mere surface-scratching outline, but to also sow the seed of 

further investigation, of how one remarkable man uniquely contributed to the cultural and 

spiritual life of church-goers and non-worshippers alike by his devotion to both his Faith and 

to Art, by acting as an indefatigable, priestly Patron. 

 

Back in the 18th century, Samuel Johnson defined a patron as “one who looks with 

unconcern on a man struggling for life in the water, and, when he has reached ground, 

encumbers him with help”. This somewhat cynical view was prompted by the aristocratic, 

royal or imperial systems which prevailed in Europe and further afield during that period; 

systems which regularly used their vast wealth to be seen to improve their own status or 

publicise their own political ambitions, rather than give a genuine outlet to the struggling 

artist, however valuable the resultant work of art may have been. Patronage was nothing 

new in Samuel Johnson’s 18th century: throughout the world and throughout the ages, 

patronage has been at the centre of human cultural endeavour; for example, we find a 

flourishing system of benevolence prevalent in Roman society; much later in Renaissance 

Florence, the ruling Medici families often ploughed their ill-gotten funds into significant 

patronage of the arts, in part perhaps to salve their consciences; Leonardo da Vinci, 

Michelangelo, William Shakespeare, Ben Johnson, all benefitted from varying degrees of 

patronage, as, of course did many in the world of music. Throughout the ages, musicians 

have benefitted from aristocratic and ecclesiastical patronage either to support their work 

as performers or as composers. Amongst the latter group, Bach, Handel, Haydn, Mozart and 

Beethoven, even as late as the early 19th century, were all supported to varying degrees by 

munificent patrons. 

But as the Baroque, then Classical and Romantic eras faded into history, making way for 

industrialisation and a more capitalist way of life, as royal dynasties lost power and 



influence, and as the society changed, so European culture turned away from the system of 

patronage, in favour, increasingly as the decades passed, of financial backing from music 

publishing houses, elected bodies, wealthy individual benefactors, charitable foundations 

and business. For example, the aim of one such institution, the Royal Philharmonic Society 

in England, founded in 1813, was "to promote the performance, in the most perfect manner 

possible of the best and most approved instrumental music". It was that august body, still 

flourishing today, which commissioned Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. In 1827, the year of 

his death, Beethoven wrote to the Society telling of his impecunious, perilous state; the 

Society agreed to send the composer £100 immediately, an act of generosity, incidentally, 

that George Bernard Shaw once referred to as "the only entirely creditable incident in 

English history".  

By the mid-19th century, the noble tradition of royal, aristocratic and ecclesiastical 

patronage of the arts had all but died out. The Church no longer had any established or 

recognisable mechanism by which it could commission or promulgate munificence to artists, 

despite its long and glorious history; and by the start of the 20th century, the Church’s 

patronage of the Arts was broadly speaking limited only to the necessary and the functional. 

 

It was into this world of artistic and religious separation that Walter Hussey was born; a man 

who was to become a priest of rare artistic vision, culture and faith. Over a period of forty 

years it was his courage, tenacity and foresight that helped, almost single-handedly, 

reinvigorate that great tradition of the Church as patron of the arts. While more chiefly 

associated with some of the most iconic visual works of art of the 20thcentury, these are 

more than outnumbered by the range and diversity of the many musical commissions he 

inspired.  

 

John Walter Atherton Hussey was born in Northampton on 15th May 1909, the second of 

two surviving sons of Canon John Rowden and Lilian Hussey. He first attended The Knoll, a 

prep school at Woburn Sands, from where he won a foundation scholarship to Marlborough 

College in 1922; contemporaries included Anthony Blunt and John Betjeman. In 1927, he 

went up to Keble College Oxford, reading Politics, Philosophy and Economics, obtaining his 

BA in 1930. After a brief time as a schoolmaster at Charleston, a prep school in Seaford, 



Sussex, he moved to Ripon College, Cuddesdon just outside Oxford, to study theology. In 

1932 Hussey was ordained by the Bishop of London to the title of St Mary Abbot's, 

Kensington, where he remained as curate until 1937. During that time he was in charge of 

the sister church of St Paul's, Kensington, from 1935-6, returning to St Mary Abbot's for a 

few months as senior curate.  

At school, Walter was a talented trombonist and during his school and university years he 

had shown a keen interest in the arts, music, drama, painting and sculpture. In 1932, having 

seen a production of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet given by the Oxford University 

Dramatic Society, he acquired the first in a long line of art-works, purchasing a sketch of 

Romeo’s costume for ten shillings. His years in London gave him the opportunity of seeing 

and hearing much that the city had to offer in its concert halls, theatres and art galleries, 

and he began to take an increasing interest in contemporary art. It became a cause of regret 

to him to realise how little of this work was being encouraged by the Church. As he later 

wrote, 'the arts had become largely divorced from the Church'. 

 

In 1937 Hussey succeeded his father as only the second vicar of St Matthew's Northampton, 

of which appointment Hussey wrote: 'Perhaps my succeeding him may suggest nepotism, 

but I don't think it was. I was not anxious to go there; it seemed that there was little one 

could do but let the parish down ... [but] my various authorities advised me that it was right 

that I should go.' 

SLIDE 2 – St Matthew’s 

So let me take you now to the late 19th century to St Matthew's Church, Northampton, in 

the diocese of Peterborough. St Matthew's was built by the Phipps family as a memorial 

to Pickering Phipps (1836-1890), the head of Phipps Brewery in Bridge Street, 

Northampton. He became a prominent citizen of the town (he was Mayor from 1860-1866, 

a Justice of the Peace, and MP from 1874-1880). He intended using some of his land for a 

church and vicarage to be built for the new parish of St Matthew's, but he died before this 

could come to fruition. However, his family gave the land and finance for the church to be 

built in his memory. His son, also named Pickering Phipps, became a friend of the first vicar 

and carried the processional Cross, his first gift to the church, at the laying of the 

Foundation Stone in 1891, and then again as crucifer at the dedication of the new church 



'To the Glory of God and in memory of Pickering Phipps, JP' on St Matthew's Day, 21 

September 1893. 

SLIDE 3 – St Matthew’s 3 Its style is grand and gothic and is able to accommodate about a 

thousand worshippers. It also has room for a magnificent four-manual organ, built in 1895 

by J. W. Walker. 

SLIDE 4 – Rowden Hussey Canon John Rowden Hussey, the church’s first vicar, immediately 

established a tradition of Anglo-Catholic worship with excellent music.  

Charles King, the St Matthew’s choirmaster and organist from 1895, had had the pleasure of 

giving the 300th organ recital as early as 1902 (the 500th was given in 1914), and many 

prominent performers had made guest appearances.  Also, the church choir had given many 

concerts, often with orchestral accompaniment.  Both the loving ministry and strong music 

tradition established by Rowden Hussey were developed further by his son, Walter, when 

he succeeded his father in 1937. 

SLIDE 5 – Walter Hussey 

The first broadcast organ recital from the church was given in 1941, but during Walter Hussey’s 

early years at St Matthew’s concerts began to diversify away from solely organ or choral 

recitals.  Piano, violin and song also featured - often under the auspices of the Council for the 

Encouragement of Music and the Arts, the wartime predecessor of the Arts Council.   

 

1943, six years into his tenure at St Matthew’s, saw the 50th anniversary of the consecration 

of the church building and therefore, Hussey considered, a golden opportunity to try to 

create a significant rapprochement between Church and the wider arts, by the staging of 

significant cultural events alongside the religious celebrations for the Feast of Dedication.  

Typically Hussey set out to do “something big” in the field of ecclesiastical art - while admitting 

that his plans were something of a “pipe-dream”.  His five-pronged idea was that, over the 

period of the year, he would: 

• Commission a new piece of music for the occasion 

• Stage a celebrity organ recital 

• Stage a celebrity song or instrumental recital 

• Bring a major professional orchestra to St Matthew’s for a concert 

• Commission a work of art, either a painting or sculpture 



His various ambitions for the church were realised in a quite extraordinary way. 

First on the list was the musical commission. This initially proved disappointing as Hussey 

was rejected by his first choice: William Walton; but, tenacious as ever, Hussey next turned 

to Benjamin Britten.  

SLIDE 6 – Britten in 1943 

Hussey’s letter of invitation to Britten, then a comparatively young, but first-rate composer, 

was read by his publisher, who replied somewhat negatively. The composer himself was more 

positive though, and, for a fee of £25.00, produced his “Festival Cantata” Rejoice in the Lamb. 

It was first performed by the church choir, conducted by the composer at the end of the 

Solemn Eucharist on St. Matthew's Day, 21st September 1943. As a bonus, the Festival Service 

opened with a most impressive fanfare, generously provided by Michael Tippett, played by 

members of the band of The Northamptonshire Regiment. 

SLIDE 7 – Tippett in 1943 

PLAY: Tippett – Fanfare (2.00) 

SLIDE 8 – Britten in 1943 

Later that month Britten returned to conduct the church choir in a broadcast performance of 

Rejoice in the Lamb, for the first in a series of BBC Radio programmes on the subject of ”Church 

Music of Today”, and it has since become one of the most widely-known and loved of all 20th-

century choral pieces. The work is a setting in ten sections for soloists, choir and organ of 

extracts from a lengthy work by the 18th-century poet Christopher Smart, Jubilate Agno.  

Smart, as Hussey puts it, was “deeply religious, but of a strange and unbalanced mind”, and his 

extraordinary poem, “chaotic in form but containing many flashes of genius”, was written 

while he was in an asylum.  Its main theme is the “worship of God, by all created beings and 

things, each in its own way”.  References to many Old Testament characters are followed by 

vivid portraits by the soprano and alto soloists of Smart's cat Jeoffry, who "worships in his 

way", and of the mouse, who displays "great personal valour".  The tenor tells how "the 

flowers are great blessings" and the bass reflects on how the strength of God can even be 

found in the simple letters of the alphabet: "For H is a spirit [or did he mean ‘for H is aspirate?] 

and therefore he is God. / For K is king..., / L is love..., / M is musick...".  There follows a joyous 

paean for the individual qualities of musical instruments, before the music fades away with the 

gentle "Hallelujah" heard earlier.   



Christopher Smart’s words were written at a time of suffering for the poet; Britten’s moving 

and beautiful setting was composed in wartime - yet, as Sir Peter Pears later described the 

composer’s remarkable response to the world around him: “His answer to gloom is his own 

particular brand of sunshine, as it were.  I think Rejoice in the Lamb is an example of that at 

work with him.” We pick up the work in its early stages: “Let Nimrod, the might hunter” 

followed by a gentle “Hallelujah” which later also closes the work. 

PLAY: Britten – Rejoice in the Lamb (3.00) 

 

Later in the year Britten and Pears came to give a song recital, thus allowing Hussey to tick a 

second item off his wish-list. Other celebrity recitals that took place during Hussey’s tenure, 

very much against the odds, were not one but two recitals, given by The operatic soprano of 

the day, Kirsten Flagstad. 

 

SLIDE 9 – George Thalben-Ball 

The third on his list, the organ recital, fell relatively easily into place and George Thalben-

Ball, arguably the most pre-eminent of church and cathedral organists at the time (the 

organist at the Temple Church for 59 years, from 1923 to 1982), was booked and duly gave a 

sparkling recital on 25 September 1943. 

 

Next was the sculpture. 

SLIDE 10 – Moore  titles 

In the early years of World War II, Walter Hussey visited an exhibition of work by the War 

Artists at the National Gallery in London and found himself inspired by the power and 

forcefulness of Henry Moore’s work - “That’s the sort of man we want to get to work for the 

church”, he declared.  

SLIDE 11 – Madonna and Child 

The resulting commission was Moore’s first public sculpture and he regarded it as a challenge - 

one not to be avoided. As he put it, “The Church has in the past encouraged and employed the 

greatest artists; but the great tradition of religious art seems to have got lost completely in the 

present day and the general level of church art has fallen very low.”  And as he told Hussey, “I 



think it’s only through art that we artists can come to understand your theology.” The donor of 

the Madonna and Child was Walter Hussey’s father (it cost £300) and it was unveiled in 1944 

by Sir Kenneth Clark, Director of the National Gallery.  Other guests that day at St Matthew’s 

included Benjamin Britten, William Walton, Graham Sutherland and Mrs Sacheverell Sitwell.  

In the early-1940s there was a general public antipathy in England to modern art, poetry and 

music, and sadly Moore’s sculpture gave rise to impassioned public protests.  Even the 

President of the Royal Academy of Art, Sir Alfred Munnings, described it as “That graven 

image”, and according to one writer in a local newspaper, “This sculpture may be great art 

without beauty, or it may be beautiful to the eyes of an initiated few, but it warps a mental 

picture of an ideal which has remained unchanged for 2000 years.”  But Hussey urged the local 

people of Northampton to take their time - and time has indeed proved a great healer.   

Moore had considered in what ways a religious Madonna and Child should differ from a secular 

carving of any Mother and Child and concluded that a Madonna and Child should have “an 

austerity and a nobility, and some touch of grandeur (even hieratic aloofness) missing in the 

everyday ‘Mother and Child’”. 

The local Northampton artist David Gommon, writing in 1968, summed up the sculpture 

admirably: “Here is a carving in stone, with no attempt to delude you into believing it is not 

stone.  This stone is also in the beauty of its stoniness, the mother and her child, all 

motherhood, the mother of God.  This is monumental.  It will never pass away.  It has in it all 

eternity.  The mother enfolds the baby, the Child the Son of God emerges from the Mother.  

Though they are separate, yet they are one.  They are also one with creation, for this stone, 

part of the Creation, has been recreated and has taken on a new form, a new life and a new 

power.” 

SLIDE 12 – BLANK 

From Hussey’s Golden Jubilee hit-list there remained then just the small matter of fixing a visit 

of a major symphony orchestra. This proved almost beyond even Hussey’s persuasive powers. 

All his charm and tenacity seemed to come to nought when Arthur Bliss, then Head of Music at 

the BBC, wrote to say that the BBC Symphony Orchestra categorically would not be able to 

come to play in his church, as this would set a precedent for other equally deserving churches 

throughout the land. Hussey visited London, met Arthur Bliss, was passed on to the Controller 



of Programmes, who after a good deal of Hussey pressure, eventually agreed to ‘request’ 

whether St Matthew’s could be used as a studio for a broadcast performance, as there were no 

studios available at the time the orchestra wanted to broadcast. A mutually handy 

arrangement! SLIDE 13 – BBCSO/Boult 

On Saturday 2 October 1943, one of the finest orchestras in the land travelled from their then 

base in Bedford (the Corn Exchange) and arrived at St Matthew’s and, conducted by Sir Adrian 

Boult, performed an eclectic programme of music by Gabrieli, Bach (Brandenburg 4), Wagner’s 

Siegfried Idyll, On hearing the first cuckoo in Spring by Delius and the Symphony No.3 by 

Schumann.  

So the Jubilee year passed and one might have thought Hussey would take a break from 

matters artistic. Not so!  

SLIDE 14 – Graham Sutherland Titles 

Hussey wanted to position a strong painting on the south transept wall opposite the Madonna 

and Child.  Henry Moore recommended Graham Sutherland. It mattered to Hussey that those 

he approached with a possible commission had some kind of Christian belief. The composer 

Alan Rawsthorne once responded that he could set anything from the Bible to the Bradshaw 

railway timetable, but for Hussey “I didn’t feel that was enough” - although he qualified this by 

stating that “anything in the way of a heresy hunt was quite wrong”.  In Sutherland - a Roman 

Catholic - Hussey found a committed Christian - and the suffering depicted in his Crucifixion of 

1946 bears witness to the strength of the artist’s belief. 

SLIDE 15 – Graham Sutherland - Crucifixion 

A St Matthew’s information leaflet reminds us that “the Crucifixion is not just an event that 

took place two thousand years ago.  That it is still true now is borne out by the very 

constructional image of the Cross itself - and the background isn’t tied to any particular country 

or age.  There’s a sharp contrast between the high relief of the figure of Christ and the flatness 

of the rest and this produces almost the effect of a Greek or Russian icon.  At the foot of the 

Cross, the suggestion of a brick wall emphasises the background of civilisation, against which 

Christ is crucified.  The little railing serves both to stress the sacredness of the event and to 

associate the spectator with what is going on.” 

One of Sutherland’s ambitions had been to create a “Crucifixion” of a significant size, and some 

people were anxious that the completed painting might frighten children.  One St Matthew’s 



choirman, though, didn’t tell his six-year-old daughter what to expect, when he took her to see 

it for the first time.  She looked at it in silence for half-a-minute, then simply said “Poor Jesus”. 

As with the Moore sculpture, many in the press and public were damning of the painting and 

quick to condemn. Hussey once again called for patience and doused the flames of criticism by 

urging the nay-sayers to take time to absorb and understand the new work. 

SLIDE 16 – BLANK 

As we know, Hussey did not restrict himself in the scope of his commissions. In his short 

time at St Matthew’s he had added much music, a major work of sculpture and an 

important painting. He now turned himself to the spoken word, commissioning W H Auden 

to write something for the church. One other literary work was written for the church: a 

poem by Norman Nicholson in 1949 – ‘The Outer Planet’. 

SLIDE 17 – W H Auden 

In 1946 the Festival Eucharist was followed by the traditional lunch in the Parish Centre.  

The composer Gerald Finzi made a speech, then in the afternoon came a programme of 

“Holy Music and Poetry”.  This included Finzi’s ‘Lo, the full final sacrifice’ and W H Auden’s 

specially-written Litany and Anthem, in prose and verse. There are five paragraphs in 

Auden’s work each ending with the familiar words: “We beseech thee to hear us, good 

Lord”, followed by the much shorter poem. It is a lengthy piece, but I think well worth 

reading in full as it remains provocative and still gives pause for thought after more than 60 

years. 

Litany for St Matthew’s Day 

Jesus went forth and saw a publican named Levi sitting at the receipt of custom.  Let us pray 

especially, therefore, at this time for all who, like our patron saint, the blessed Apostle and 

Evangelist, Matthew, occupy positions of petty and unpopular authority through whose 

persons we suffer the impersonal discipline of the state, for all who must inspect and cross-

question, for all who issue permits and enforce restrictions.  Deliver them from their peculiar 

temptations, that they may not come to regard the written word and the statistical figure as 

more real than flesh and blood, nor extend an itching palm, nor compensate for some 

domestic unhappiness by harshness and indifference in their official dealings.  And deliver us, 

as private citizens, from confusing the office with the man so that we hate those who 



through no choice of their own cause us some inconvenience, from believing that we are the 

exceptional case who has a right to special treatment, and from forgetting that it is our own 

impatience and indolence, our own abuse and terror of freedom, our own injustice that 

creates the state to be a punishment and a remedy for sin. 

We beseech thee to hear us, good Lord. 

Jesus said unto him, Follow me.  And Matthew left all, rose up, and followed him.  So, we 

may be sure, the sudden instant of absolute demand comes sooner or later to each of us who 

of ourselves can initiate nothing but a prayer that, when it comes, we may not exemplify one 

of the innumerable modes of refusal.  Let us pray especially, therefore, that at this time we 

may be delivered from the childish conceit which romantically anticipates some important 

and heroic task and, on being called to become, say, a faithful husband or mother, or simply 

to go on with our job for the greater glory of God, is offended because that is not our idea of 

a proper cross; from the mock humility which is really cowardice and which, on being called 

to some extraordinary destiny, dare not believe it; above all, from the magic mirror of self 

reflection which ensnares us in infinite possibilities so that doubting whether the voice we 

hear is the true one, or fearing that, though we know we could obey it now, we might at 

some later date be unfaithful, we hesitate and are lost. 

We beseech thee to hear us, good Lord. 

And Levi made him a great feast in his house and there was a great company of publicans 

and of others that sat down with them.  But the scribes and Pharisees murmured against his 

disciples saying: Why do ye eat and drink with publicans and sinners?  Let us remember 

especially, therefore, at this time that God created the material world and saw that it was 

very good, that the Word was made flesh and suffered in the flesh to redeem the flesh, that 

it is no platonic doctrine of the immortality of the soul which our creed affirms but the 

resurrection of the body and the life of the world to come, and that in the mystery of the 

Blessed Sacrament, it is the body of a robber, the fleshy selfishness which it shares with the 

whole of the natural creation, that each of us, male or female, white or black, rich or poor, 

gifted or ungifted, offers as a channel for the Divine Grace. 



May the Holy Spirit ever guide us safely up the narrow way between the two pitfalls, 

between the stoic pride that denies the Incarnation, and the epicurean prudence that rejects 

the Crucifixion.  Deliver us, we pray thee, in our pleasure and in our pain, in our hour of 

elation and our hope of wan hope, from insolence and envy, from pride in our own virtue, 

from fear of public opinion, from the craving to be amusing at all costs, and from the 

temptation, stronger perhaps in our present age than in earlier times, to pray, if we pray at 

all: “I thank thee, Lord, that I am an interesting sinner and not as this Pharisee.”  

We beseech thee to hear us, good Lord. 

It is the particular glory of Matthew that he recognises in Jesus the Messiah foretold by the 

Prophets, that his witness emphasises the Christ who gives to history its meaning, and warns 

us most clearly against the idolatrous fancies of the gentiles who would either, like the 

pagan Greeks regard time as the Evil One or, like the romantic apostates, bow down before 

the historical process.  Let us pray especially therefore at this time to be delivered from all 

such heresies and follies; from making our society or our age the final revelation of the truth, 

from justifying present sin as a historical necessity that future good may come.  May we 

worship neither the flux of chance, nor the wheel of fortune, nor the spiral of the zeit-geist, 

but, following the commandment of Christ, take up our cross of the moment on which alone 

the past is redeemed and the future is set free. 

We beseech thee to hear us, good Lord. 

In Ezekiel’s vision of the four evangelistic beasts, it is St Matthew who has the face of a man, 

the weakest of all the creatures, and it is of his example that we should especially think in 

the hour of dryness and levelling when imagination and reason are darkened, affection and 

power are taken away, and we are reduced to the bare and minimal fact of our fallen 

humanity, that we may not despair but believe that even in this state of deprivation we are 

within reach of God’s mercy.  Let us pray especially therefore, at this time for those 

multitudes who are nobody in particular, for all who sin by imitation or suffer in struggles 

which they do not understand, for all who are uncertain why or how they are unhappy and 

do not know to whom and for what to pray. 

We beseech thee to hear us, good Lord. 



Anthem for St Matthew’s Day 

 

PRAISE YE THE LORD. 

Let the whole creation give out another sweetness, 

Nicer in the nostrils, a novel fragrance 

From cleansed occasions in accord together 

As one feeling fabric, all flushed and intact 

Phenomena and numbers announcing in one 

Multitudinous oecumenical song 

Their grand giveness of gratitude and joy, 

Peaceable and plural, their positive truth 

An authoritative this, an unthreatened Now 

When in love and in laughter, each lives himself, 

For united by His word cognition and power 

System and order are a single glory 

And the pattern is complex, their places safe. 

 

BLESS YE THE LORD. 

We elude Him, lie to Him, yet His love observes 

Its appalling promise.  His predilection 

As we wander and weep is with us always 

Though our bodies too blind or too bored to examine 



What sorts excite them are slain interjecting 

Their childish ows, and in choosing how many 

And how much they will love our minds insist on 

Their own disorder as their own punishment, 

His Question disqualifies our quick senses, 

His Truth makes our theories historical sins 

And when we are wounded that is when he speaks our 

Disconsolate tongue, concluding his children 

In their mad belief to have mercy on them all. 

 

SLIDE 18 – Gerald Finzi  

And now, here is an extract from Finzi’s Lo, the full, final sacrifice, another pillar of the 

choral repertoire which was written for the same Patronal Festival in 1946, and performed 

alongside the Auden you have just heard. A music critic of The Times once described the 

anthem as “a miniature Gerontius”, and the composer treats Richard Crashaw’s adaptation of 

the St. Thomas Aquinas text with the utmost empathy and sensitivity. This is about 10 minutes 

into the work and represents the closing 5 or so minutes. 

 

PLAY: Finzi – Lo, the full, final sacrifice (5.00) 

 

On screen now is a list of musical commissions Hussey instigated during his time at St 

Matthew’s; it makes for impressive reading: 

SLIDE 19 – List of compositions  

1943 – Benjamin Britten: Rejoice in the Lamb 

1943 – Michael Tippett: Fanfare No.1 for 10 brass instruments 

1944 – Edmund Rubba: Motet: The Revival 

1945 – Lennox Berkeley: Festival Anthem 



1946 – Gerald Finzi: Lo, the full, final sacrifice 

1946 – Benjamin Britten: Prelude and Fugue on a theme of Vittoria 

1948 – Christopher Headington: Festival Anthem: Supreme Bliss 

1950 – Malcolm Arnold: Laudate Dominum (Psalm 150) 

1954 – James Butt: Bless the Lord 

SLIDE 20 – St Matthew’s Northampton – John Piper  

Water Hussey left St Matthew’s in 1955, having been appointed Dean of Chichester Cathedral. 

To mark the event, the Northampton parish presented him with a painting of the church’s 

exterior, specially commissioned from John Piper, who had visited St. Matthew’s several times 

and in 1953 had designed a new cover for the church magazine. 

Sir John Betjeman who came to preach a sermon at St Matthew’s on 5 May 1946; this is an 

extract: 

“When I came into this church for the first time in my life, which was yesterday evening – 

coming in by that South West door over there – I wanted to go down on my knees. These 

soaring vistas of pale stone arches, the superb proportion of window to wall space, the 

delicacy of much of the detail from the profound, primitive simplicity of Henry Moore’s 

Madonna and Child, to the lace-like tracery of this beautiful wrought-iron chancel screen, 

the way the genius of Holding, the architect, leads your eye to the high altar there below the 

flashing jewels of the East Window, that altar where the Greatest Mystery in the World 

happens Sunday after Sunday, and where, as we who try to be Christians try to believe, the 

Creator of the world, of the universe, of the trees and birds in the road outside, of the 

stones which Holding used to build the church, of the bones which help you to sit upright in 

your seats tonight, where the Maker of our souls and minds, our very selves becomes 

present to hear our needs and answer our prayers in accordance with His Will – as I thought 

of all these things I did indeed want to fall on my knees and thank God for the beauty  which 

man has made to the Glory of God in St Matthew’s.”  

 

 



SLIDE 21 – BLANK 

It comes as no surprise to learn that Walter Hussey’s work towards achieving what Kenneth 

Clark later described as a “renaissance in church art” continued after his appointment as 

Dean of Chichester in 1955. As in Northampton, there were musical works, as well as visual 

ones.  First came a cope designed for him by John Piper, for festival use; then a set of six 

robes by Ceri Richards for the Cathedral canons; candlesticks and communion rails in St 

Mary Magdalene’s Chapel  (1960-62), the nave pulpit (1966) and lectern (1972) all from 

Geoffrey Clarke; and Hussey also undertook painstaking restoration of outstanding medieval 

features. 

SLIDE 22 – Graham Sutherland – Noli me tangere in chapel 

Graham Sutherland’s Northampton Crucifixion influenced Basil Spence’s decision to place a 

huge tapestry of Christ at the east end of Coventry Cathedral.  Sutherland’s Noli me Tangere 

(“Do not touch me”) for Chichester is very much smaller, but comfortably fits the context of 

the tiny Chapel of St Mary Magdalene, where it was first displayed in 1961. 

SLIDE 23 – Graham Sutherland – Noli me tangere 

As the caption in the Cathedral tells us, the painting depicts the moment on the first Easter 

morning when Mary Magdalene, having mistaken Jesus for a gardener, recognises her risen 

Lord, who has just spoken her name.  Mary experiences great joy, and yet Sutherland’s 

painting is full of tension.  There are strong diagonal lines (the staircase and handrails) and 

Z-shaped figures; through the open door one sees spiky foliage reminiscent of Jesus’ crown 

of thorns - matched by Geoffrey Clarke’s specially wrought candlesticks.  Christ is the focal 

point, his whiteness representing purity and holiness; he is on the way to his Father - the 

eye is God’s - who is touched by Christ’s finger, much as Adam’s finger is touched by God in 

Michelangelo’s Creation of Man.  Mary must not cling to Christ, but must prepare for 

separation from him.  In future, he will no longer be merely the friend of a small group of 

apostles; he will belong to the whole world. 

SLIDE 24 – BLANK  

In 1960 the Southern Cathedrals  Festival was re-established  (it had lapsed in 1932) by John 

Birch (Chichester), Alwyn Surplice (Winchester) and Christopher Dearnley (Salisbury), with the title 



changed from the ‘Three Choirs Festival’ to the ‘Southern Cathedrals Festival’, and the proceedings 

increased from one to two days, with two joint Evensongs and the addition of a concert. In 1965 it 

was the turn of Chichester to host and between them Birch and Hussey cooked up a plan. 

SLIDE 25 – Leonard Bernstein 

In his autobiography Patron of Art, Hussey gives a fascinating account of how the Chichester 

Psalms came into being.  His host during his first visit to the United States in the early-1960s 

happened to be a friend of Leonard Bernstein’s doctor, ‘Chuck’ Solomon (the “Cyril 

Solomon” to whom the work is jointly dedicated), and a brief meeting between Hussey and 

Bernstein ensued after a New York Philharmonic rehearsal.  In his subsequent letter to the 

composer, Hussey suggested a setting of Psalm 2 (part of which is included in the final work) 

and significantly - and perhaps inevitably! - mentioned that “we should not mind if it had a 

touch of the idiom of West Side Story”!  Bernstein’s conception mirrored this, for in reply, he 

mentioned that “It would be a suite of Psalms, or selected verses...The music is all very 

forthright, songful, rhythmic, youthful...”.  

SLIDE 26 – Chichester Psalms 

Bernstein sought Hussey’s acceptance to the texts being set in the original Hebrew, to which 

the Dean readily agreed (“the choir would do their best to cope!”).  Having at the time a 

Priest-vicar at Chichester familiar with the language must have been an encouragement; 

later, after the score had arrived, he helped the choirs with pronunciation tapes. (Bernstein 

provided a typewritten copy of the words, and there is a pronunciation guide in the score.) 

The actual first performance of the Chichester Psalms took place in Philharmonic Hall, New 

York on July 15th 1965, with the composer conducting.  The audience heard the work 

performed by a mixed-voice choir, but, in keeping with a commission from an Anglican 

cathedral, Bernstein had in mind boys’ voices for the soprano and alto lines (“It is possible, 

though not preferable, to substitute women’s voices”, he indicates in the published score).  

However, the long solo in the second movement, using the words of Psalm 23, “must not be 

sung by a woman, but by a boy or a counter-tenor”. The Cathedral authorities had very 

much hoped that the premiere would be given in Chichester, but Bernstein pointed out that 

the New York audience would not hear the work precisely as he had intended, as it would 

involve female voices, not boys - and the Chichester performance duly followed on July 31st 



1965. The full scoring is for strings, trumpets, trombones, harps and percussion, though 

there is also a reduced version for organ, harp and percussion. 

The composer himself confirmed the link between the Chichester commission and his most 

popular stage-work: “It is quite popular in feeling (even a hint, as you suggested, of West 

Side Story), and it has an old-fashioned sweetness along with its more violent moments.”  In 

his programme notes for the New York premiere Bernstein mentioned that “I have a deep 

suspicion that every work I write, for whatever medium, is really theater music in some 

way”.  (Some of the music for the Chichester work, was, in fact, first sketched for a New 

York theatre piece that failed to see the light of day.) There is surely a great significance in 

the contrasting themes of the psalms selected by Bernstein: joy, peace, war, reconciliation.  

Parallels exist between the Chichester Psalms and West Side Story other than purely musical 

ones. 

SLIDE 27 – Leonard Bernstein 

PLAY: Bernstein – Chichester Psalms (4.00) 

SLIDE 28 – Chichester Cathedral 

Bernstein’s wasn’t the only Chichester commission: new and exciting sets of musical works 

were created by the American composer, William Albright who wrote a 

distinctive Chichester Mass, while Lennox Berkeley contributed a number of works, 

including a most beautiful and haunting setting of Psalm 23. Herbert Howells, William 

Walton (his Chichester Service) and Bryan Kelly each provided definitive sets of evening 

canticles. In 1965, Kelly in particular, startled the musical world by taking a somewhat 

controversial approach to his brief by basing his music on modern Latin-American dance 

rhythms. Its impact was immediate, and today it rightly remains the composer’s most 

popular choral work. This is the Magnificat. 

PLAY: Kelly in C - Magnificat (4.00) 

 

On entering Chichester Cathedral one is immediately struck by a stunning glimpse of bright 

colours in the distance, towards the east end. SLIDE 29 – Tapestry in distance 

Tantalisingly, a full view is hidden by the Quire screen, SLIDE 30 – Tapestry in distance 



but further investigation reveals the full force of John Piper’s vivid tapestry, which was 

placed on the screen behind the High Altar in 1966. SLIDE 31 – screen 

Hussey felt that the east end had been an unsatisfactory part of the Cathedral from a 

proportional viewpoint and that the strips of colour he employed were correct in those 

circumstances.  “It was a marvellously romantic commission, the tapestry hanging in the 

non-medieval parts of a medieval screen - very exciting!”, he said. SLIDE 32 – John Piper  

It was designed by John Piper and woven by the Pinton Frères at Aubusson in France, the 

same company that had produced Graham Sutherland’s massive altar tapestry ‘Christ in 

Glory’ in 1962 for the newly-built Coventry Cathedral (for which cathedral Piper designed 

the stunning Baptistry Window).  Donated by the Friends of the Cathedral and dedicated in 

1966, some again doubted its worth, but when removed by Hussey during Lent, worshippers 

then queried what had happened to it!  

SLIDE 33 – screen in close up 

Once again, it’s worth drawing on what the caption in the Cathedral tell us.  “The High Altar 

Screen is a seven-panelled tapestry symbolising God in three Persons in the heart of his 

Creation.  The symbols of the Holy Trinity occupy the centre three parts, immediately 

behind the altar.  God the Father is represented by a circular source of light, God the Son by 

the Cross, and God the Holy Spirit by a flame of fire.  The unity of the three Persons is 

emphasised by the triangle.  The two outer panels on either side show, in the upper half, the 

four elements: on the left, earth and air, on the right, fire and water. The lower half contains 

symbols of the four evangelists from the Book of Revelation.  On the left, the beast with the 

face of a man represents St Matthew (as mentioned by Auden in his St Matthew’s Litany) 

and the lion symbolises St Mark; on the right, the calf represents St Luke and the eagle St 

John.” 

 

SLIDE 34 – Marc Chagall 

Hussey’s final commission for Chichester Cathedral came from the inspired hands of the 

Russian-French artist Marc Chagall. Chagall’s stained glass window, The Arts to the Glory of 

God, based on Psalm 150, was inserted in the north wall in 1978, the year after the Dean’s 

retirement from the cathedral and was dedicated to the Bishop of Chichester.  



SLIDE 35 – Chagall window 

The window is another example of striking colour, the vignettes representing the individual 

arts and lead to a central figure.  Though designed by Chagall, it was made by Charles Marq, 

and the Cathedral caption tells us that: “The triumphal quality of Psalm 150 is expressed by 

the dominance of the colour red (on white, green and yellow), broken up by green, blue and 

yellow blobs.  It was the first time Chagall had conceived a subject consisting entirely of 

small figures: the people are in a festive mood, glorifying the Lord and exalting his greatness 

and creation.  Musicians are playing instruments - horn, drum, flutes, strings, cymbals. A 

man juxtaposed with an animal at the right-hand edge holds open a little book, indicating 

that the Word too participates in this hymn of praise.  At the centre, two figures hold up a 

seven-branched candlestick, while David, author of the Psalms, crowns the whole 

composition, playing on his harp.” 

 

Hussey retired as Dean in 1977 after 22 years of service and moved to London. In 1982, he 

offered his substantial private collection of modern British art to the city of Chichester on 

the condition that it was displayed in Pallant House, a Grade 1 listed Queen Anne 

townhouse dating from 1712, now the Pallant House Gallery. Hussey died three years later 

in 1985. 

SLIDE 36 – Hussey memorial 

Close to Graham Sutherland’s Chichester painting, in the south wall of the St Mary 

Magdalene chapel, Hussey’s ashes are immured.  The accompanying memorial tablet carries 

the translation of a quotation from St Augustine: “The Word is, in the manner of speaking, 

the art of the Almighty and Wise God.” 

 

Hussey has been described as a shy man, sometimes short-tempered, at times concerned by 

the controversy he elicited. It is said too that he was not always fully at ease with the public 

role in which he found himself, yet in private, he proved to be a witty and charming 

companion. He never married but had a great gift for friendship, especially with the artists 



and musicians with whom he worked. He has also been described as “a most autocratic 

diplomat”: once he had decided on what he wanted, he then worked out how best to 

persuade the right people to accept his views.  

John Piper was once asked “Do you think that the church has taken enough notice of Walter 

Hussey?” He replied: “No, of course not.  They’re bound to be very frightened really - 

because they don’t have that wonderful, wild conviction that he had.” 

 

The last words go to Walter Hussey himself who once wrote: “How sad it was, I felt, that the 

arts had become largely divorced from the Church: sad because artists think and meditate a 

lot and are in the broadest sense of the word religious. They create fine expressions of the 

human spirit which can symbolise and express worship, as well as conveying the truths of 

God to mankind in a vivid and memorable way. So when I went to be vicar of St Matthew’s 

… I had already begun to dream of the possibility of doing something about it.”  

How fortunate we are that through his vision, faith and doggedness, Hussey turned so many 

of his dreams into triumphant reality. 

SLIDE 37 – Hussey  
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