
CopyRight 
Publishing
Brisbane

Our Journey
Peter Roennfeldt

BRISBANE
CHORALE



Brisbane Chorale – Our Journey

First published 2017

© Peter Roennfeldt

Published by CopyRight Publishing Company Pty Ltd
GPO Box 2927
Brisbane  Q  4001

http://www.copyright.net.au
info@copyright.net.au

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or 
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, 
without the prior permission of the Publisher.

ISBN 978 1921452 42 0



v

Table of Contents

Glossary of abbreviations ............................................................................... vii
List of Illustrations ......................................................................................... ix
Foreword ....................................................................................... xiii
Introduction ........................................................................................ xv
About the Author ..................................................................................... xviii

Chapter 1 – Origins to 1982  ............................................................................ 1 
The symphonic choir ............................................................ 1
The Queensland context ...................................................... 3
Queensland Conservatorium of Music and its 

choral connections ........................................................... 5
The Conservatorium Chorale ............................................. 10
The Conservatorium Chorale after Edward Talbot .......... 15
Appointment of Roy Wales as Conservatorium Director . 18

Chapter 2 – Brisbane Chorale to 1996 ........................................................... 25 
1983–1987: Roy Wales ....................................................... 26
1987–1990: Peter Roennfeldt and James Christiansen .... 34
1991–1996: John Nickson ................................................. 41
1996: Emily Cox ................................................................. 49

Chapter 3 – Brisbane Chorale Inc. since 1997 .............................................. 51 
1997–1998: Russell Larkin ................................................. 51
1998–2002: Christopher Kiver ........................................... 55
2003–present: Emily Cox ................................................... 61

Chapter 4 – The Members  ............................................................................. 87
Why join a symphonic choir? ............................................ 88
Professional or amateur? .................................................... 95
How large is big enough? ................................................... 99
Life members .................................................................... 101
Other	member	profiles ..................................................... 106
Some	final	observations .................................................... 111

Chapter 5 – The Musical Leaders ................................................................ 113 
Music directors ................................................................. 113
Other music staff .............................................................. 128
Guest conductors .............................................................. 131
Soloists .............................................................................. 136

Chapter 6 – The Repertoire  ......................................................................... 147
Oratorios ........................................................................... 148
Choral symphonies ........................................................... 156
Requiem settings ............................................................... 160
Masses ............................................................................... 165
Other sacred works .......................................................... 168



vi

Brisbane Chorale – Our Journey

Secular and theatrical works ............................................ 172
Tradition and innovation .................................................. 176

Chapter 7 – The Performance Contexts  ..................................................... 179
Building a concert season ................................................. 180
Festivals ............................................................................. 184
Special events .................................................................... 187
Recordings and broadcasts .............................................. 192
Venues ............................................................................... 195
Collaborations ................................................................... 212
Performances outside Brisbane........................................ 217

Chapter 8 – Behind the scenes  .................................................................... 223
Governance ....................................................................... 223
Vision ................................................................................. 228
Committee operations ....................................................... 231
Inner workings .................................................................. 237
Public image ...................................................................... 241
Funding ............................................................................. 244
Touring  ............................................................................. 248

Postscript ...................................................................................... 253

Appendix 1 The Dream of Gerontius 1983 Choir list .............................. 259
2 Repertoire and Performances by the Brisbane Chorale 

1983–2016.................................................................... 261
3 Works by Category and Years of Performance ............... 289
4  Brisbane Chorale Committee Structures and Members 

1985–2016.................................................................... 293

Bibliography ...................................................................................... 297

Index ...................................................................................... 301



25

- CHAPTER 2 -

Brisbane Chorale to 1996

As outlined in the Introduction, this account of the Brisbane Chorale1 
is intended to be much more than a chronological narrative. At the 
same time, since human experience is largely determined by how one 

set of circumstances influences what happens and with whose involvement, 
a timeline-based approach does serve a useful purpose. In the case of a 
musical organisation the expertise of its leader is also a key element in 
shaping what occurs, both in terms of the repertoire performed and the 
outcomes achieved. The director’s personality and approach to leadership 
are also significant in terms of how an ensemble’s energies are deployed, 
and how the members’ innate enthusiasm for choral music is garnered to 
produce the best collective results. 

This chapter provides a broadly sequential overview of the Chorale’s 
journey since 1983, with a focus on the tenure of each musical director 
in turn.2 The timeframe for this chapter is significant in that after 1996 
the Chorale became an independent organisation. Until then it continued to 
function as part of the Queensland Conservatorium.

1 Henceforth referred to as the Chorale, except for citations from the press and other 
sources.

2 The author is indebted to the input of the publication advisory panel, particularly in 
relation to the sections dealing with his tenure with the Brisbane Chorale.
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1983–1987: Roy Wales
By selecting Elgar’s The Dream of Gerontius as his first project under the 
banner of the Brisbane Chorale, Conservatorium Director Roy Wales was 
making a clear statement. In contrast to its predecessor ensembles, this choir 
would be of a size and standard capable of performing the largest works in 
the symphonic repertoire. The institution would also continue expanding its 
profile, by presenting major repertoire that had become unfamiliar through 
a lack of recent exposure. Edward Elgar’s music had suffered a downturn 
in popularity since mid-century and perhaps because of this Gerontius had 
not been heard locally for three decades, despite being still admired as a 
masterwork.3 By the late twentieth century Elgar was being re-evaluated 
worldwide, so on several counts a ‘new chapter in Brisbane’s musical 
history opened’4 with the Chorale’s ‘landmark’5 performance of the oratorio 
at Mayne Hall. The Chorale also first presented itself to the public with 
a complement of around 150 voices, accompanied by the Conservatorium 
Symphony Orchestra. 

The Conservatorium’s orchestra also supported the Brisbane Chorale 
during 1983 in two performances of Carmina Burana, the first being within 
the annual Gala Concert. This season also saw the first of many ABC 
engagements with a Beethoven Symphony No.9, under Georg Tintner. Various 
recurring themes had their beginnings in these performances. In terms 
of repertoire some iconic works would henceforth appear periodically, as 
might be expected with a symphonic choir. With regard to the performing 
resources the orchestras, soloists and conductors for Chorale concerts 
were either drawn from the Conservatorium or provided by an external 
professional or community-based presenting organisation. 

Above all, what mattered most during 1983 was that the foundations 
were being set for the Chorale’s ongoing viability. It was hoped that an 
‘electrifying performance’6 such as the one Tintner oversaw would become 
the rule rather than the exception. Also evident during the year were other 
aspects of the Chorale’s profile which would recur in different ways over 
coming seasons. Guest appearances for non-musical organisations would 

3 The most recent documented performance in Brisbane was in 1952 – see Robert 
Dalley-Scarlett, ‘Skilful reading in Elgar’s ‘Dream’’, CM, 1 September 1952, p. 5.

4 John Villaume, ‘’Gerontius’ is superb’, CM, 27 May 1983, p. 2.
5 Frederic Rogers, ‘Elgar’s ‘Dream’ a Qld landmark’, SM, 29 May 1983, p. 33.
6 John Villaume, ‘They sang their hearts out’, CM, 27 October 1983, p. 2.
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be organised occasionally, including some performances out of town such 
as the Jaycees 50th Annual Congress at Tweed Heads. Smaller repertoire 
within an anthology program would also become part of the Brisbane 
Chorale’s tradition, for example when the Chorale presented a ‘Prelude to 
Christmas’ concert in the Brisbane City Hall’s Ithaca Auditorium.7 

Having established or reinforced a number of benchmarks, both 
artistic and structural, Roy Wales conducted a balance of familiar and 
lesser known repertoire across the next four years. In turn the Chorale’s 
programming was overlaid with a sense of anticipation with some world or 
local premières, the opening of major new facilities, and some high profile 
external engagements. At the same time the Conservatorium’s growing 
community focus, and the impact this had on institutional operations and 
external perceptions, also became a point of contention. 

When the Chorale performed at Mayne Hall, a tradition that was now 
entering its second decade, the Conservatorium as a whole was being publicly 
showcased. Its orchestra was again featured in two major concerts of 1984. 
These were a Verdi Requiem where its ‘excellent playing’ was commended’8 
and a double-bill of Puccini’s Messa di Gloria and Walton’s Belshazzar’s Feast 
where it was at times ‘over-enthusiastic’.9 On both occasions however it was 
the combined effect of the large forces that stood out vividly for listeners. 
Some observers drew a longer view by stating that ‘a high peak in the 
history of choirs in Brisbane’10 was being scaled with these performances. 
In addition, comments on the Chorale’s ‘wide range of controlled singing’11 
and its ‘projection and strength of choral tone [which] was exciting when 
necessary’12 underlined that the impact of its performances was derived 
from its vocal finesse and choral technique. 

A ‘smoothly integrated tone’13 was also noticed in two shorter works with 
an American flavour, Bernstein’s Chichester Psalms and Delius’ Appalachia, 
which were performed with the QSO under Werner Andreas Albert. This 

7 Queensland Conservatorium of Music, Graduation concert program, 30 November 
1983. This program mentions the Ithaca Auditorium concert on 14 December which 
presumably featured the same repertoire as that performed at Graduation.

8 John Colwill, ‘Exciting Verdi’, CM, 14 May 1984, p. 18.
9 Frederic Rogers, ‘Choir tops in chorale’, SM, 14 October 1984, p. 52.
10 John Villaume, ‘Choristers hit a high note with Puccini’, CM, 15 October 1984, p. 20.
11 Frederic Rogers, ‘Choir tops in chorale’, SM, 14 October 1984, p. 52.
12 John Colwill, ‘Exciting Verdi’, CM, 14 May 1984, p. 18.
13 Frederic Rogers, ‘Symphony of rare artistry’, SM, 24 June 1984, p. 51.
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was also the first time the Chorale was heard on a direct ABC-FM national 
radio broadcast. While it had started the year with another ‘Messiah from 
scratch’ the Chorale also concluded its 1984 season by appearing in the 
QSO’s annual performance of this oratorio. The Chorale’s singing was 
described as being ‘tidily balanced [with] fresh soprano quality’ and with 
good tone from the male voices, and despite Wales’ rather crisp tempi there 
was clarity in the florid sections.14 

Notwithstanding a few prior engagements by the QSO, the Chorale’s 
1984 Messiah performance, the first of many, set a significant precedent. The 
QSMC’s position as the major choral body for ABC concerts, a situation 
that had persisted across several decades, was now being challenged. 
Already the previous year that choir had publicly announced a recruitment 
drive to return its membership to 130.15 Now, a prominent member of 
the arts community was opining that the Chorale ‘seems to have all but 
replaced’ the QSMC.16 This observation was couched within a more general 
critique of the Conservatorium’s ‘marked trend towards the establishment 
of community-based performing groups’.17 In particular, its newly formed 
Brisbane Philharmonic Orchestra (BPO)18 and Metropolitan Opera were 
perceived as having an unfair advantage in being hosted within a tertiary 
institution. This was viewed as problematic by some well-established local 
organisations. 

Roy Wales replied in the press with a detailed explanation of how the 
Conservatorium was funded, largely from federal government sources. 
This was supplemented by part-time student fees and concert income that 
offset the additional costs of extra-mural courses and activities. He also 
reaffirmed that Colleges of Advanced Education were ‘encouraged to meet 
the educational and artistic needs of their local communities’ through the 
provision of extra-curricular activities and public events.19 Clearly this aim 
was already being realised through the Chorale and other ensembles, with 

14 Frederic Rogers, ‘A crisp tempi [sic] for ‘Messiah’’, SM, 16 December 1984, p. 56.
15 ‘Choir looks for new talent’, CM, 15 September 1983, p. 2.
16 David Bray, ‘Govt’s ‘double’ aid for opera queried’, CM, 14 May 1984, p. 18.
17 ibid.
18 Not to be confused with another community orchestra of the same name, formed in 

the year 2000.
19 Roy Wales, ‘Conservatorium director comes back fighting – and informing: Opera 

role fills a local need’, CM, 30 May 1984, p. 20.
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the positive impression that the Conservatorium was being ‘an increasingly 
effective influence in the community’.20 

There was also a perception within the Conservatorium that the Chorale’s 
larger performances were becoming too onerous for its instrumental 
students. However, with an increasing number of external engagements 
with the QSO, the Conservatorium’s student orchestras were not called 
upon during 1985. An additional reason was the opening in April that year 
of the Queensland Performing Arts Complex (QPAC), which provided 
other opportunities beyond the Conservatorium. 

For the royal gala opening event at QPAC’s Lyric Theatre which was 
attended by the Duke and Duchess of Kent, a 300-voice State Choir was 
assembled. This ensemble comprised members of the Chorale, QSMC, 
choruses of the Lyric Opera of Queensland and the Brisbane Light Opera 
Company, the University of Queensland Music Department choir and the 
Queensland Children’s Choir. The marathon program, which was presented 
three times, featured both the QSO and QTO in the pit and performers from 
the state ballet and theatre companies on the stage. The choral items were 
the Prologue to Boito’s Mefistofele and as the culminating work, the newly 
commissioned Festival Folksongs on an Australian Theme by Richard Mills. 

The Chorale was also honoured with being invited to appear in the 
first QSO subscription concert in QPAC’s Concert Hall which took place 
less than two weeks after the official gala opening. For this occasion the 
Beethoven Symphony No.9 was partnered with the same composer’s Choral 
Fantasy which features a major solo piano part, but it was the Chorale that 
was ‘the sensation of the evening’.21 Continuing the celebratory mood, the 
Conservatorium also presented a ‘Festival of Choirs’ in which the Chorale 
performed excerpts from David Fanshawe’s African Sanctus. This event 
formed part of the inaugural convention of the newly formed Australian 
Choral Conductors’ Association, for which another ‘Messiah from scratch’ 
was mounted at the Conservatorium. 

Because of the very intensive start to the year, Roy Wales became 
increasingly concerned about the ongoing viability of the Chorale as it 
rehearsed for a Bach B Minor Mass, during the mid-year student vacation.

20 Frederic Rogers, ‘Choir tops in chorale’, SM, 14 October 1984, p. 52.
21 John Villaume, ‘The brilliance of Beethoven’, CM, 6 May 1985, p. 15.
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The high profile performance with the QSO was to be conducted by Albert 
Rosen, as a special concert within the composer’s tercentenary year. Wales 
warned all members in writing that ‘a crisis situation has arisen where our 
ability to perform the work in the available time is in serious doubt’.22 The 
situation was however quickly turned around through an intensive schedule 
of additional rehearsals, including numerous sectionals. The resulting 
performance gave rise to the comment that the Chorale had become a 
‘splendid force … and [also] been a catalyst to a renewed interest in the 
legitimate place of choral music in the concert repertoire’.23 

As the Chorale’s contribution to Handel’s tercentenary the same year, 
a performance of Israel in Egypt was presented in the Concert Hall with 
the BPO providing the instrumental component. Having recently built 
a well-founded reputation for reclaiming once familiar repertoire, the 
Conservatorium inadvertently involved the Chorale in a brief paper war 
concerning competing claims as to when the oratorio had been last heard 
in Brisbane.24 Nonetheless it was again asserted that the performance 
signified a ‘historic return of choral singing to the forefront of Brisbane’s 
music-making’.25 In fact The Courier-Mail Arts Editor, in his wrap-up of 
Brisbane’s 1985 Arts scene, ranked Israel in Egypt on the same level as the 
London Philharmonic Orchestra’s Brisbane concert as his ‘concert of the 
year’ choices.26

Despite these public successes there arose some internal conflict 
between the Conservatorium’s management, staff and its director. There 
were concerns about student workload and the occasional busy periods 
caused by extra rehearsals, as well as the viability of some proposed major 
projects. In order to appraise the situation fully Roy Wales instigated open 
meetings and invited written submissions from Chorale members. The 
findings were extensively cited in a document prepared in September 1985 
for consideration by the Conservatorium Council. 

22 Roy Wales, Letter to Brisbane Chorale members, 24 July 1985, cited in ‘The 
development of a student/community choir’, 1985, p. 6.

23 Patricia Kelly, ‘Chorale passes a tough Bach test’, The Australian, 2 September 1985, 
p. 10.

24 ‘First performance in 51 years’, CM, 7 November 1985, p. 29 claimed 1934 as the most 
recent performance, but this was countered by D. Toten: ‘’Israel’ was performed in 
1951’, CM, 12 November 1985, p. 38.

25 John Villaume, ‘Choral work is the best ever’, CM, 18 November 1985, p. 16.
26 David Bray, ‘That was ‘85’’, CM, 31 December 1985, p. 15.
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It was recommended that the Chorale continue as a Continuing 
Education class and not become independent, as had been suggested by 
some respondents. A list of shared expectations for attendance would be 
outlined for both community and student members. It was also decided 
that the ensemble would continue its external engagements and also be 
able to manage part of its finances.27 Around the same time a Chorale 
Advisory Committee was formed to assist with the internal management 
of the ensemble and its membership. Until this point this responsibility 
had devolved to a small number of Conservatorium administrative staff in 
addition to their regular duties.

Many longstanding Chorale members would assert that one of its 
most memorable highlights was the Australian première performance 
of Bernstein’s Mass. It opened the Conservatorium’s newly established 
Brisbane Choral Series in April 1986 and received a standing ovation from 
the capacity QPAC Concert Hall audience. Due to the heavy demand for 
tickets the dress rehearsal was also opened to the public. This project had 
been a personal ambition of Roy Wales who had conducted the British 
première in 1974, a venture which arose out of a personal connection to 
the composer.28 After being suggested several times and even scheduled 
for the 1985 Warana Festival, it was not considered to be feasible by the 
Conservatorium Council owing to the diverse and complex array of forces 
required.29 

The Chorale’s role within the work was to provide the traditional Latin 
liturgical elements, while postgraduate vocal student Jonathon Welch took 
the key role of the philosophically troubled Celebrant. The Conservatorium 
Singers became an animated ‘street chorus’ under the stage direction of 
the head of the Conservatorium’s Opera School Giuseppe Sorbello with 
choreography created by Ruth Gabriel. The unprecedented press coverage 
and critical acclaim confirmed the Chorale was at its ‘superb best … [in] 
another history-making occasion for a team of great performers’.30

27 Roy Wales, ‘The development of a student/community choir’, 1985, p. 27.
28 Harry Kraut, letter to Personal Assistant to the Vice-Chancellor University of 

Warwick, Joan Miles, 18 November 1974.
29 Roy Wales, ‘The development of a student/community choir’, 1985, p. 10.
30 John Villaume, ‘Bernstein’s ‘Mass’ packs Concert Hall to capacity’, CM, 12 April 

1986, p. 41.
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As if the Bernstein were not ambitious enough, it was followed by the 
awesome power of Berlioz’ Grande Messe des morts (henceforth referred to as 
Requiem), another local première. Its four offstage brass choirs and multiple 
sets of timpani were ably provided by the Conservatorium Orchestra. 
Again, various details such as the Chorale’s ‘strong attack and sharply 
differentiated vowel sounds’31 made for another vocal landmark. Another 
first performance for Queensland came later that year with Kodály’s Psalmus 
Hungaricus. Performed alongside the Fauré Requiem, this concert was also 
presented as part of the second annual Australian Choral Conductors’ 
Association conference. 

Returning to more standard repertoire, Haydn’s The Creation was 
guest conducted by Max Olding who directed the BPO in its third choral 
program for the year. In comparison with recent performances it was noted 
on this occasion that the Chorale’s response was ‘not always confident 
and assured’.32 Regrouping for its second QSO Messiah performance soon 
afterward, it was observed that there now appeared to be in place a biennial 
rotation arrangement alternating with the QSMC. Despite the concert 
taking place back at the City Hall while QPAC installed its new organ, 
the Chorale under Roy Wales had ‘lost none of its beautiful clarity in the 
difficult passages’.33

The second Choral Series of 1987 started out in grand style but with 
a standard major work. This was a massed-choir version of Bach’s St 
Matthew Passion which numbered about 200 singers including the 30-voice 
Conservatorium Youth Choir. By comparison the orchestra under its 
regular concertmaster Anthony Doheny was of chamber proportions. In 
terms of the Chorale’s contribution it was noted perceptively that as a body 
it has ‘the great advantage of a predominance of younger voices’.34 

As the next major work in the series, Mendelssohn’s Elijah was a 
natural progression from the Bach in stylistic terms, due to the composer’s 
strong reliance on 18th century oratorio conventions. Once again the 
Conservatorium would be showcased through its largest orchestra with 
staff, student and alumni as soloists. However the announcement of 

31 Barbara Hebden, ‘Large music forces merge’, SM, 8 June 1986, p. 40.
32 Barbara Hebden, ‘Creation pleases, but not inspiring’, SM, 16 November 1986, p. 37.
33 Patricia Kelly, ‘Splendid effort for Christmas’, The Australian, 15 December 1986, p. 11.
34 Val Vallis, ‘Scaling the peaks of a choral Everest’, The Australian, 6 April 1987, p. 11.
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Wales’ resignation as Conservatorium Director on 21 April, just before 
the preparations for Elijah commenced, caused shockwaves amongst the 
membership. This made for a difficult first rehearsal led by Peter Roennfeldt, 
who for the previous eighteen months had been the Chorale’s accompanist 
and assistant conductor. 

Although the Chorale’s next concert was fast approaching, 129 members 
took it upon themselves, through a letter to the editor, to collectively 
voice their dismay and express their deep appreciation of Wales’ musical 
leadership. An extended excerpt from this document is worth quoting:

It is rarely given to individuals to experience the talent of a conductor such as 
Dr Wales who can so ably and inspirationally convey the emotional grandeur 
of music to audience and performing musicians alike. We cherish the 
privilege of our close association with him. Dr. Wales’ choral leadership has 
been characterised by his warmth, sincerity and humanity, combined with 
exemplary musical professionalism and an infectious sense of humour. The 
special bond between conductor and choir has enabled singers under his baton 
to aspire to the highest levels of musical expression. These accomplishments 
have in turn been felt by the wider community. The highest goal of teaching 
must surely be that those being taught learn and receive inspiration through the 
precept and example of the teacher. In this regard the teaching achievements 
of Roy Wales through his enormous talent, commitment and leadership 
qualities speak for themselves. We are thankful to have shared the joy and 
drama of music-making at the high level he demanded. His departure would 
be a major loss to the educational and cultural life of Brisbane, Queensland 
and Australia. We would request the council to ask Dr. Wales to withdraw 
his resignation.35

As documented elsewhere, this was a major turning point for the 
Conservatorium.36 Furthermore while it was not planned as such, this next 
oratorio performance would now become Wales’ farewell Conservatorium 
concert. Invoking ‘fate [which] has an uncanny knack of turning events 
in the course of human endeavour in upon themselves’,37 one critic astutely 
observed that Elijah was originally commissioned for the Birmingham 
Festival. This was the city to which Wales would soon relocate as director 
of its School of Music. An additional event at the City Hall in the form of 
a Civic Proms Concert in the presence of Lord Mayor Sallyanne Atkinson

35 ‘Musicians plead for director’s return’, CM, 6 May 1987, p. 10.
36 Peter Roennfeldt, Northern Lyrebird, pp. 76–85.
37 Patricia Kelly, ‘Director leaves on a high note’, The Australian, 8 June 1987, p. 9.
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provided an opportunity for a different type of farewell, with a more 
explicit community focus. Colin Harper’s recently formed Queensland Pops 
Orchestra appeared together with various Conservatorium ensembles and 
soloists in a program which included the ‘Triumphal March’ from Verdi’s 
Aïda and other popular favourites.

Before leaving town Roy Wales concluded his tenure as it had started, 
with a scratch performance. This time it was the Fauré Requiem which also 
coincidentally figured in his first season in Brisbane in 1981. The hastily 
arranged in-house performance was given in memory of Harry Green, 
longstanding Chorale member and a recent mature age Conservatorium 
graduate, and also Anthony Doheny’s wife Janet who had served the 
Conservatorium Music School as its secretary. Both these people had died 
during the week following the recent Elijah performance.

Roy Wales has continued to be associated with the Brisbane Chorale, 
both as guest conductor on several occasions and since 1997 as its patron. 
His first return visit was for Brahms’ Ein deutsches Requiem (A German 
Requiem) with the QSO at City Hall in 1989. This next occasion in 1995 
was for the première of the newly commissioned Choral Symphony by 
local composer Philip Bračanin and the final visit featuring Orff’s Catulli
Carmina was arranged as part of the Conservatorium’s 50th anniversary in 
2007. Each of these works represented a significant aspect of Wales’ own 
particular repertoire mix, namely a major 19th century Requiem, a 20th 
century blockbuster, and a new work by a living composer. 

1987–1990: Peter Roennfeldt and James Christiansen
While the unexpected departure of a charismatic leader is never an easy 
situation to negotiate, various factors sustained the Chorale through its first 
handover. Despite tensions between its Director and Council, many within 
the Conservatorium acknowledged the public benefits of its community 
ensemble arm and the valuable links it had forged. In the wider context, the 
shape of the entire College of Advanced Education (CAE) sector including 
its non-course activities would also soon be up for consideration. This was 
in response to the federal government’s tertiary education reforms under 
Minister John Dawkins. Within a few years the Conservatorium would 
be negotiating to become part of the university system. Historically, CAE 
institutions including the Conservatorium had different expectations, due 
to their primary focus on vocational education. These looming operational 
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concerns were leavened by the intense excitement surrounding Expo 88, 
which was a landmark event for Queensland. However because of its 
packed cultural program, many local organisations discovered that venues 
and dates for their normal activities were unexpectedly at a premium. 
The aftermath of Roy Wales’ departure was therefore problematic for the 
Chorale on a number of fronts. 

For the remainder of 1987 the Chorale was extremely busy, owing to a 
convergence of scheduling leading up to several major performances. As a 
short-term diversion from its more serious commitments, selected members 
appeared in hilarious disguise as the Barrier Reef Coral [sic] Society. 
Dressed in various forms of swimwear, it ‘sounded a lot better than it looked’ 
when providing the vocal backing for comedian Gerry Connolly’s ‘Tour 
de Farce’ concert with the QSO under Dobbs Franks.38 This format was 
appropriately reprised at Surfers Paradise with Colin Harper’s Queensland 
Pops.39 Otherwise the official version of the Chorale was engaged in 
simultaneously preparing a Verdi Requiem, a Mozart Requiem, and a Mahler 
Symphony No.2 ‘Resurrection’. Each of these performances held a particular 
significance. 

The Verdi was mounted as a joint venture in memory of the founding 
chairman of the Queensland Cultural Centre Trust, David Muir. The 
large vocal forces were co-ordinated by the Lyric Opera of Queensland 
whose chorus was augmented by the Chorale and the Brisbane Light 
Opera Company. Under the direction of guest chorusmaster John Nickson, 
who had recently returned to Brisbane to join the Conservatorium staff, 
the resulting ensemble singing became ‘the outstanding feature of the 
performance’.40 John Matheson and the QSO were complemented by a 
fully operatic line-up of distinguished soloists. 

The Mozart was the first time the Chorale in its current format had 
appeared with the QTO.41 It was also its first major solo outing since the 
departure of Roy Wales, who was now replaced for this concert by Max 

38 John Villaume, ‘Connolly’s wit hits home’, CM, 29 June 1987, p. 16.
39 A number of Chorale singers had appeared with the Australian Pops Orchestra at 

its Twin Towns concerts in January 1984 and 1985 – see Brisbane Chorale Newsletter, 
September 2003, p. 3.

40 Patricia Kelly, ‘Impact disadvantaged by architecture’, Opera Australia, December 
1987, p. 12.

41 ‘Big week for Mozart’, CM, 19 November 1987, p. 41.
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McBride.42 Finally, the Mahler was Georg Tintner’s farewell concert before 
leaving for Nova Scotia in Canada. In recognition of his decade-plus 
residence in Brisbane, Tintner’s own QTO combined with the QSO, the 
QSMC and the Chorale in the local première of this monumental symphony. 
The work’s choral finale was ‘definitely enhanced and strengthened’ by a 
U-shaped configuration around the choir stalls, thus enveloping the large
orchestra which required all available space on the stage floor.43 The end of
1987 also saw the initiation of another Chorale tradition, with its appearance
in the first of many annual ‘Spirit of Christmas’ concerts hosted by QPAC.

Notwithstanding the pressure of the rehearsal and performance schedule, 
the Advisory Committee was involved with the selection of the next musical 
director in liaison with Acting Conservatorium Director Max Olding. From 
an impressive shortlist James Christiansen was selected. He was no stranger 
to Brisbane’s choral scene, both during the early years of the Conservatorium 
and more recently as an oratorio soloist. He also articulated his strong vocal 
teaching focus with the statement: ‘In a sense, I believe many good choral 
trainers should, in the process of training a choir, surreptitiously give voice 
lessons, but en masse’.44 The combined effect of recent circumstances and 
the relatively late finalisation of Christiansen’s appointment had however 
produced some artistic planning problems. An appropriately balanced and 
evenly spread program across the year could not be arranged in the available 
lead time, particularly as the tight performance schedule around Expo 88 
gave little scope for negotiation with local orchestras. 

Some landmark performances were already planned, including a 
Britten War Requiem with the Queensland Youth Orchestra (QYO) and 
a Beethoven Symphony No.9 with the QSO. There was also considerable 
interest amongst members in extending their contact with Mahler through 
a special performance of that composer’s Symphony No.8 ‘Symphony of a 
Thousand’ by the Canberra Symphony Orchestra. For this bicentennial
vice-regal event a Brisbane contingent of some 50 singers travelled to the 
national capital. 

42 John Villaume, ‘Brisbane choir tackles Mozart’, CM, 23 November 1987, p. 14.
43 Patricia Kelly, ‘Mahler concert marks a triumph for all’, The Australian, 30 November 

1987, p. 10.
44 Dominic Dunne, ‘Chorale and its new director face a busy and varied 1988’, CM, 

11 January 1988, p. 12.
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Each of these performances during 1988 elicited ambivalent commentary, 
reactions which aligned with perceptions on the part of many of those 
involved. While the Britten soloists were ‘exemplary’45 some ‘big choral 
moments had something less than overwhelming impact’.46 The Canberra 
performance was ‘only a partial success’ as it was compromised by an 
inappropriate venue and inadequate artistic co-ordination of the disparate 
choral forces assembled from three states and New Zealand.47 The Beethoven 
was ‘richly rewarding’ but it was noted that the Chorale needed ‘to reinforce 
its male department, or shape what it has more assiduously before it too can 
soar harmoniously to such gargantuan choral realms’.48 

The problem of constructing successful programs without the availability 
of an orchestra also came to the fore during 1988. Complementing the 
symphonic repertoire already mentioned, Christiansen conducted a 
program at Mayne Hall which featured Vaughan Williams’ unaccompanied 
Mass for double choir in G Minor and Bruckner’s Mass No.2 in E minor. For the 
latter work ‘good support’ was provided by the Brisbane Wind Ensemble 
under Geoffrey Spiller.49 The Chorale also appeared under Christiansen 
in the Conservatorium Gala with English coronation anthems by Parry 
and Handel. For his final program titled ‘A Choral Christmas’ the major 
work was Rutter’s Gloria with organ and brass ensemble. This evinced a 
‘hearteningly confident richness of sound … a great listening experience’.50

In the meantime the Conservatorium’s next director Anthony Camden 
had arrived from England. One of his first tasks was to decide upon the 
Chorale’s future leadership, as James Christiansen had resigned before the 
season’s end. Christiansen would return occasionally as a Chorale soloist 
but his choral directing energies would soon be heavily deployed as the 
Lyric Opera’s chorusmaster, a role he fulfilled with distinction for more 
than a decade. For the second time in two years the Chorale’s assistant 

45 Val Vallis, ‘The sights and sounds of battle’, The Australian, 16 May 1988, p. 10.
46  Barbara Hebden, ‘‘Requiem’ at full strength’, CM, 16 May 1988, p. 18.
47 WL Hoffmann, ‘Inferior acoustics dissipate Mahler’s monumental work’, Canberra 

Times, 22 August 1988, p. 4.
48 Patricia Kelly, ‘Triumphantly orchestrated finale’, The Australian, 8 November 1988, 

p. 12.
49 Patricia Kelly, ‘High standard from Italian choir’, Opera Australia, November 1988, 
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50 Barbara Hebden, ‘Bold Choral recital a qualified success’, CM, 13 December 1988,
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conductor Peter Roennfeldt again took on higher duties. His appointment 
by Camden on a more permanent basis also provided a renewed sense of 
stability. At Roennfeldt’s request the role was designated Chorusmaster 
rather than Music Director since all forthcoming planned performances 
were under guest conductors. For example John Matheson, the resident 
conductor of the Lyric Opera of Queensland, was engaged for two Choral 
Series concerts in 1989. In combination with various external orchestral 
engagements a more balanced if rather busy schedule was soon arranged 
for the Chorale.

The two concerts led by Matheson could not have been more contrasting. 
Despite some acoustic issues at St John’s Cathedral there was some ‘thrilling 
singing’ in Bach’s St John Passion.51 The capacity audience augured well for 
the next concert, but such expectations were premature. A Verdi program 
at QPAC comprised the Four sacred pieces and the Australian première of the 
original Act I opening of Don Carlos sung in French. This concert was hailed 
as ‘one of considerable significance in the musical life of the city’ but ‘hardly 
anybody went’.52 

Perhaps there was a growing marketplace confusion or indeed 
saturation, with the QSO also now offering a Choral Series during 1989. 
For the first concert in that series a 180-voice chorus was heard in the 
Brahms Ein deutsches Requiem, which included the Mackay Chorale from the 
Conservatorium’s newly established regional campus there. This was the 
first return appearance by Roy Wales. As the Brahms was the only major 
nineteenth-century requiem setting not yet performed by the Chorale since 
1983 this was a highly appropriate choice. It was even suggested that of 
all the requiem settings presented recently it seemed ‘to have been the best 
performed’53 despite some venue problems at the City Hall. 

Other works performed that year included a ‘lovely and lively’ Vivaldi 
Gloria with a Chorale semi-chorus conducted by John Curro on two 
occasions, including one presented as the opening work in the annual
Conservatorium Gala Concert.54 For a ‘Classical Masterworks’ concert with 
the Queensland Philharmonic Orchestra (QPO – formerly Queensland 
Theatre Orchestra) under its resident conductor Theodore Kuchar, the 

51 Barbara Hebden, ‘Acoustics fail Matheson’, SM, 19 March 1989, p. 65.
52 David Bray, ‘The spurned genius’, CM, 3 June 1989, p. 20.
53 David Bray, ‘Late start for ‘lost’ audience’, CM, 14 August 1989, p. 26.
54 David Bray, ‘Con passes musical test’, CM, 9 September 1989, p. 25.
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Chorale performed Beethoven’s Choral Fantasy and Haydn’s Nelson Mass. 
The Chorale was denoted as ‘far and away Brisbane’s best choir … [and] 
sang not only accurately but with real enthusiasm’.55 

Kuchar also directed a Holst The Planets performance with the Chorale’s 
offstage female semi-chorus, in addition to a six-performance season of 
Carmina Burana with the Queensland Ballet. That production in QPAC’s 
Lyric Theatre was a restaging of Jacqui Carroll’s choreography from the 
early 1980s, but now in this presentation with live musicians it was ‘heralded 
as a national theatrical milestone’.56 Returning to its more traditional 
environment in the Concert Hall next door, the biennial QSO Messiah again 
demonstrated the Chorale’s ‘considerable power and experience’.57 

Rather than performing only a small number of major full-length works 
each year, the Chorale was now accustomed to presenting a broad mixture 
of repertoire in diverse contexts. The ‘Choral Smorgasbord’ program of 
1990 epitomised this trend with an anthology of motets by Brahms and 
Copland, Samuel Barber’s Agnus Dei, folksong settings by Grainger and 
Carissimi’s Jephte, altogether ‘a very satisfying concert’.58 This was also 
the first time Emily Cox conducted the Chorale in concert. She directed 
Grainger’s Tribute to Foster, in which ethereal harmonics were produced by 
various singers manipulating partly-filled glass tumblers that were ‘tuned’ 
to various pitches. Roennfeldt’s interest in early baroque repertoire and 
period instruments also came to the fore with Monteverdi’s Vespers of 1610 
at Mayne Hall. This performance ‘confirmed the status of both the Chorale 
and its conductor … as premier musical forces in the city’.59 

During 1990 the Chorale also saw a lot of Richard Mills who was then 
closely associated with the QSO as a regular conductor. Acting also as its 
artistic adviser he helped initiate the long running and successful Sunday 
morning ‘Meet the Music’ series, later known as ‘Music on Sundays’. These 
programs focussed on popular classics such as opera choruses by Bizet 
and Verdi, which were conducted in the first concert by the QSO’s chief 
conductor designate Muhai Tang.60 Later in the series under Mills there was 

55 David Bray, ‘Concert on a high note’, CM, 25 September 1989, p. 25.
56 Peta Koch, ‘Season a theatrical triumph’, CM, 11 November 1989, p. 40.
57 David Bray, ‘Pace with grace adorn ‘Messiah’’, CM, 11 December 1989, p. 15.
58 David Bray, ‘Fine musical fare from chorale’, CM, 30 July 1990, p. 14.
59 Patricia Kelly, ‘Chorale great in Monteverdi’, Opera Australia, June 1990, p. 16.
60 Barbara Hebden, ‘Tang has QSO on its toes’, CM, 16 July 1990, p. 14.
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also ‘singing [that] was certainly spirited’ in various Beethoven excerpts.61 
Richard Mills also directed that year’s ‘Spirit of Christmas’ concert in 
which ‘the most satisfying item’ was the Vaughan Williams Fantasia on 
Christmas Carols.62 

Early in the year Mills also conducted two performances of Bach’s 
Magnificat, which was ‘joyously expressed’ in the Conservatorium’s 10-
hour ‘Bach Marathon’.63 The Chorale also had a special Bach moment in 
performing, as the Marathon’s finale and on virtually no rehearsal, the final 
‘Dona nobis pacem’ from the B Minor Mass, under the direction of visiting 
artist Simon Preston. The Magnificat was however a ‘slightly mystifying’ 
choice when it was reprised within the Tippett Festival at QPAC, alongside 
that composer’s modernist orchestral works.64 

While in different ways these various performances during 1990 were 
a slight departure from the norm, two other programs brought some 
symphonic weight to the line-up and also pre-empted developments for the 
Chorale’s next season. Under Vladimir Kamirski the Chorale performed 
Prokofiev’s Alexander Nevsky with the QSO. Its first performance singing in 
Russian was considered to be ‘a brave effort’65 and was obviously appreciated 
by the audience who demanded an encore of the final section. Haydn’s Te 
Deum and Mozart’s C Minor Mass ‘The Great’ were presented at Mayne Hall 
for the Chorale’s annual appearance with the QPO. On that occasion it 
was ‘good to hear such red-blooded singing’ under guest conductor John 
Nickson.66 The Chorale under Nickson also gave a ‘thrilling performance’ 
of the Haydn at the annual Westpac Gala at QPAC.67 In combination with 
Conservatorium choirs it also presented an equally exciting Polovtsian 
Dances by Borodin under staff conductor Alan Cumberland.

61 John Noble, ‘No-frills Beethoven lets music take centre stage’, CM, 15 October 1990, 
p. 13.

62 David Bray, ‘Just what we wanted’, CM, 14 December 1990, p. 16.
63 Barbara Hebden, ‘Feast of Bach a tribute to standing of creative genius’, CM, 
 20 March 1990, p. 21.
64 Patricia Kelly, ‘Adventures into the unequivocal’, The Australian, 2 April 1990, p. 11.
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1991–1996: John Nickson
Once again a changeover of music director was decided relatively late in the 
year. Despite this, various circumstances helped to maintain the Chorale’s 
momentum during 1991 under its new leader John Nickson. Following 
a number of years directing the Queensland University Musical Society 
(QUMS) while teaching at Somerville House in the 1970s, Nickson had 
pursued postgraduate studies with Rodney Eichenberger in Los Angeles. 
Since taking up his lectureship at the Queensland Conservatorium in 1987, 
Nickson had directed various student choirs and more recently was a guest 
Chorale conductor in 1990. His choral training skills were therefore well 
known to most Chorale members. 

After a short settling-in period Nickson’s focus was urgently turned to 
the preparation of the coming season’s rather large list of repertoire. Some 
of the Chorale’s major engagements had been brokered by Conservatorium 
director Anthony Camden, who now took a key role in the establishment 
of the Brisbane Biennial International Festival of Music in addition to 
continuing his recent appointment as Artistic Advisor of the QPO. At the 
same time Camden was also finalising the details of the Conservatorium’s 
amalgamation with Griffith University, a major institutional development 
which would later provide the Chorale with additional performance 
opportunities. 

The Chorale therefore continued to serve an important function within 
the Conservatorium’s external profile during 1991. For the Biennial 
it performed with the QSO a live soundtrack version of Eisenstein’s 
epic 1938 film Alexander Nevsky. Following its recent presentation of the 
cantata version Prokofiev’s music was quite familiar, but the performance 
situation in the Lyric Theatre presented numerous technical and logistic 
challenges which had to be overcome. The year 1991 was also the 
bicentenary of Mozart’s death which was being honoured worldwide with 
many major performances. On the anniversary date itself, December 5, 
the Conservatorium and the QPO collaborated in a five-hour marathon
culminating fittingly with the Requiem. Both Chorale and soloists ‘sang their 
hearts out in fitting, powerful tribute’.68 

68 Patricia Kelly, ‘Streamers, cheers and farewell Mozart’, The Australian, 9 December 
1991, p. 10.
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Meanwhile, the QSO also continued with its Choral Series. The 1991 
iteration featured two massed performances in collaboration with the 
QSMC, which were complemented by the Chorale’s biennial Messiah. 
Vladimir Kamirski returned to conduct the Stabat Mater by his Polish 
compatriot Szymanowski. This performance had ‘stirring moments … and 
sections of great beauty’ whereas in the Poulenc Gloria the 230-voice chorus 
was ‘at times less than perfectly disciplined’.69 Whether or not the rapid 
succession of joint performances was a factor in building a better combined 
sound, the Belshazzar’s Feast concert under Jorge Mester a few months later 
was in comparison ‘outstanding in every way’ with ‘extraordinarily clear’ 
diction.70 Similarly the Beethoven Symphony No.9 under now chief conductor 
Muhai Tang was ‘exhilarating’71 even though it came at the end of a very 
busy winter period, with four combined concerts in quick succession. 

Otherwise John Nickson’s first season was a continuation of established 
patterns including the Conservatorium’s ‘Westpac Gala’, QPAC’s ‘Spirit of 
Christmas’ and the QSO’s ‘Meet the Music’ and Messiah. An innovation 
for that year was a double performance of Messiah. The repeat was not 
in Brisbane, but out of town at the Nambour Civic Centre, so it was a 
significant event in its own right for both ensembles even if Gerald Krug’s 
interpretation was not to everyone’s taste.72 A slightly unusual addition to 
that year’s ‘Spirit of Christmas’ program conducted by Patrick Thomas 
was Holst’s Psalm CXLVIII, which is based on the well-known hymn ‘All 
Creatures of our God and King’. During the year Nickson also revived 
another past practice with a ‘Mozart Requiem from scratch’ at Mayne Hall 
involving several school choirs. The Chorale would repeat this format 
annually during his tenure with repertoire including a Messiah and an opera 
chorus program. 

Now that the Conservatorium was officially part of a young but rapidly 
expanding university, some additional collegiate duties sometimes came the 
Chorale’s way during 1992. The first of these was the slightly postponed 
graduation ceremony for the class of 1991 at QPAC’s Concert Hall. This 

69 David Bray, ‘Choir and orchestra in fascinating work’, CM, 24 June 1991, p. 22.
70 David Bray, ‘Program, performance combine in excitement’, CM, 12 August 1991, 
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was held in the presence of the Conservatorium’s patron HRH the Duchess 
of Kent. She received an honorary doctorate from Griffith, which was 
celebrated with appropriately regal music in the form of Handel’s Zadok 
the Priest.73 Griffith University also celebrated the community connections 
the Chorale represented with a ‘Festival of Music’ at City Hall. Within a 
combined choral-orchestral program the Chorale performed Cherubini’s 
Requiem in C minor in honour of the composer’s 150th anniversary. It also 
produced ‘thrilling, full-bodied singing’ in Bruckner’s Te Deum.74 

The Chorale’s close working relationship with the QPO was also 
enhanced during 1992 with several collaborations. The first was an ‘Organ 
Plus Plus’ concert at QPAC which included Handel’s Zadok the Priest and 
Haydn’s Nelson Mass conducted by John Curro. Chorale performances 
outside Brisbane were now becoming more frequent, and Toowoomba’s 
Heritage Choral Festival, as the first of these, also involved the QPO. 
Variously featured on its own and in partnership with the Toowoomba 
Choral Society, the Chorale performed Haydn’s Missa in tempore belli and the 
Fauré Requiem. The event gave cause for the local critic to doubt whether 
St Patrick’s Cathedral ‘had ever echoed before to such exquisite music’.75 
Another collaboration was forged with the Bach Society of Queensland, 
whose annual Messiah was subsumed into the Chorale’s ‘scratch’ performance 
with the QPO at South Bank Piazza. 

After a rather intensive round of QSO engagements the previous year, 
the number of its programs which featured the Chorale was reduced 
to just one during 1992. For the two Carmina Burana performances 
conducted by Hiroyuki Iwaki the ‘big and well-disciplined’ Chorale 
was joined by the Junior Cambrian Choir from Ipswich.76 This pattern 
of reduced involvement continued the following year with a single
Messiah performance conducted by Max McBride. This was however ‘an 
absolute delight’77 while in Holst’s The Planets the Chorale’s female chorus 
impressed by ‘giving their best’.78 To complete the year several concerts 

73 Sam Strutt, ‘Duchess graduates to the sounds of Puccini’, The Courier-Mail, 
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with other orchestras provided the scaffolding for what was branded as 
the Chorale’s 10th anniversary year during 1993. The QPO travelled with 
the Chorale to The Southport School for a reprise of its recent Haydn and 
Fauré program. This time the concert was presented within the conference 
of the Australian National Choral Association under two guest conductors, 
respectively André Thomas and Gustaf Sjökvist. 

Boasting the ‘most performers ever on stage at the Concert Hall’, the 
‘Brisbane Sings’ event later in 1993 was hosted by the QYO as a fundraiser 
for its forthcoming international tour. Organised by Craig Allister Young 
and David Kidd and conducted by John Curro, the program culminated 
in the Berlioz Te Deum in which the 500 singers were ‘radiantly confident’.79 
Some additional community choral connections were formed or renewed 
through this event, with the participation of QUMS, the University of 
Queensland Choir and the Queensland Children’s Choir. 

The year was also bookended by two slightly unusual productions. 
The concert version of Chess produced by Rolene Orford, featuring an 
impressive line-up of contemporary singers, was a blockbuster for which 
it was ‘impossible not to be moved by the overwhelming excitement’.80 The 
Chorale performed alongside an ad hoc orchestra and rock band conducted 
by Robert Gavin in the ‘biggest ever show’ yet seen at the South Bank 
Piazza. This was also an Australian première.81 Although the Chorale’s 
traditional December concerts were already in the schedule an additional 
seasonal event was also mounted by Orford Productions which required 
choral participation. The adaptation of Dickens’ A Christmas Carol was a 
‘richly satisfying marriage of the spoken word and music’.82 Well-known 
actors including Bille Brown, Jennifer Flowers and Angie Milliken took 
major roles while the Chorale performed selected familiar carols. 

In the context of this busy and varied season it had been hoped that 
the Chorale’s 10th anniversary concert at QPAC would have featured some 
major symphonic repertoire. The unavailability of the Conservatorium 
orchestra instead forced an alternative pathway, with Dvořák’s Mass in D
in its original version with organ accompaniment providing the program’s 

79 John Colwill, ‘Concert too good to miss’, CM, 2 September 1993, p. 36.
80 Ken Lord, ‘Gleam team takes the cake’, SM, 14 March 1993, pp. 152–3.
81 Des Partridge, ‘‘Chess’ rocks at the piazza’, CM, 13 March 1993, p. 16.
82 Richard Waller, ‘Classic fires Christmas spirit’, CM, 8 December 1993, p. 22.
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centrepiece. To this was added English motets and occasional music by 
Handel, Howells, Parry and Vaughan Williams, plus other shorter works 
and organ solos. While the ‘development of the Chorale’s versatility’ under 
John Nickson was noted, the absence of an orchestra ‘restricted the true 
presentation of [its] accomplishments’.83

The realisation was once again made that repertoire choices were 
closely intertwined with the available instrumental resources. Therefore 
the Chorale’s next few seasons were creatively shaped by some well-tried 
options and also some emerging opportunities, including new venues and 
participation in the growing proliferation of local festivals. Performing 
for the first time with Camerata of St John’s in its namesake cathedral 
during 1994, the ‘In Gothic Splendour’ program of baroque repertoire 
included Bach’s Cantata 140 and Mass in G Minor. The St John and St Matthew 
passions were also presented there with the same ensemble in 1995 and 
1996 respectively. Building on its recent collaborations with the QYO, a 
1994 Remembrance Day performance of Britten’s War Requiem under John 
Curro was another success.84 The Fauré Requiem was performed at Loreto 
College with the same ensemble the following year, within the opening of 
the second annual Coorparoo Festival of Music hosted by 4MBS-Classic 
FM Radio.

Having experienced Mahler’s choral symphonies for the first time 
in the late 1980s, the Chorale again featured in these works in the mid-
1990s. The Symphony No.2 ‘Resurrection’ in 1994 under Muhai Tang repeated 
the earlier combination with the QSMC and both state orchestras. In 
comparison the Symphony No.8 ‘Symphony of a Thousand’ required even 
larger forces. A 750-voice chorus, assembled from choirs from Brisbane, 
Toowoomba and Mackay, was well prepared under chorusmaster Anthony
Walker from Sydney, while the children’s chorus was co-ordinated by 
Emily Cox. This event within the Biennial was possibly inspired by the 
presence of one of the country’s greatest Mahler fans in Prime Minister Paul 
Keating. He addressed the audience with the comments that Brisbane had 
achieved something that Melbourne had not yet seen, and further: ‘There’s a 

83 Trevina Hall, ‘Just for the love of song’, CM, 13 November 1993, p. 24.
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tremendous wind behind the sails of Queensland these days and one is very 
encouraged by the great sense of confidence’.85 The decision to inaugurate 
the new Brisbane Convention and Exhibition Centre with this monument of 
classical music was lauded86 but its implementation was logistically fraught. 
The failure of the lighting system just as the performance commenced, as 
well as a problematic sound system, were complicating factors.87 Thankfully 
one logistic problem, caused by the threat of having no provision for seating 
for the choral singers,88 was sensibly averted some time prior to the event. 

The recent diversification in the Chorale’s profile as a ‘stage’ chorus 
also continued during the mid-1990s. Peter Combe’s adaptation of the 
classic Snugglepot and Cuddlepie stories was billed as ‘Australia’s first family 
opera’ and co-produced at the Piazza by South Bank Corporation and the 
Conservatorium. For this production Chorale members ‘dress[ed] up a little 
bit and loosen[ed] up a lot’.89 Another Australian première followed in 1995 
when a Chorale contingent performed the concert version of Bernstein’s 
Candide as part of the Brisbane Biennial Chorus whose collective ‘sense 
of fun [was] infectious’.90 It was presented in the Lyric Theatre under the 
direction of Brian Stacey. Similarly the concert version of Gershwin’s Porgy 
and Bess within the 1996 Brisbane Festival conducted by Roland Peelman 
was a local innovation, though the transition from its original theatrical 
context proved challenging.91

Community connections also continued, with special events such as 
the service of thanksgiving for the 30th anniversary of Lifeline at the 
City Hall. Similarly at the Brisbane Entertainment Centre the ‘Flame of 
Freedom’ event celebrated victory in the Pacific, on the 50th anniversary 
of the end of World War Two. The mid-1990s also gave the Chorale other 
opportunities to demonstrate explicitly the power of music to embody the 
spirit of reconciliation between former wartime enemies. In late 1994 the 
Chorale hosted the visit of the Kanazawa women’s choir from Ishikawa 

85 Paul Keating cited in Des Partridge, ‘Show beats plea against the light’, CM, 5 June 
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Prefecture in Japan, with each ensemble performing songs from the other’s 
country in a shared concert at St John’s Cathedral. Within a few months 
a massive earthquake had devastated Kobe which is not far from these 
visiting singers’ home region. The Chorale’s response was to give a benefit 
Mozart Requiem performance at QPAC, supported by the Conservatorium 
Chamber Orchestra.

Some special events also provided variety in programming. For 
several years commencing in 1994, the QPO embarked on a St Cecilia’s 
Day commemoration which it presented annually on 22 November. The 
Chorale was invited to inaugurate the series with Purcell’s Te Deum and 
Jubilate which was composed for this feast day exactly 300 years before.92 
The following year’s QSO subscription series opened with ‘an exquisite 
etching’ of Mendelssohn’s music to A Midsummer Night’s Dream93 in which the 
Chorale women’s performance as the elfin chorus was complemented with 
narration by David Clendinning. Later in the season the first performance 
of Philip Bračanin’s Choral Symphony, based on texts by Judith Wright and
WH Auden, was given with the QPO. Commissioned by the Chorale it 
was composed with an extensive choral part that was sung with ‘assurance 
and precision’. When Roy Wales returned from the UK to conduct the 
performance he ‘once again reinforced his reputation as a master of choral 
resources’.94 

Now that the Conservatorium’s ‘Westpac Gala’ concerts were an annual 
tradition it took something special to make an impression within these 
increasingly crowded and eclectic programs. When the Chorale performed 
parts of Carmina Burana and Handel’s Dettingen Te Deum in 1994, it was 
noted that ‘despite its capabilities under guest conductors [the Brisbane 
Chorale] truly shines only under the baton of the music director, Dr John 
Nickson’.95 On the other hand with the biennial QSO Messiah, conductor
Roderick Brydon engendered ‘a lightness and ease often difficult to achieve 
with such a sizeable chorus … so between the two conductors [including 
Nickson] there was some fine buoyancy from the singers’.96 

92 ‘Patrons’ fair go at the cathedral – Feasting on music’, SM, 13 November 1994, p. 149.
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96 Patricia Kelly, ‘Messiah has classy solos’, CM, 11 December 1995, p. 32.



48

Brisbane Chorale – Our Journey

At the beginning of 1996 it was anticipated that the year would bring 
some exciting new opportunities. The Conservatorium was preparing to 
leave Gardens Point and relocate to its newly built campus at South Bank 
and also to welcome its new director, Simone de Haan. However for the 
Chorale it could not be foreseen that a major change in the direction of its 
structure and governance would be forced upon it. Therefore within twelve 
months new paths were being plotted concurrently on various fronts. 

The pre-Easter St Matthew Passion at St John’s Cathedral experienced 
considerable difficulties. The Chorale presented a bilingual version with 
choruses in English and the Evangelist’s part sung in German. Such a 
performance convention is not without precedent, but in this case the 
situation was caused by confusion in the library arrangements. In addition 
there had been increasing concern regarding the ill-health of the music 
director and also a growing concern about members’ attendance patterns, 
and the effect all this was having on performance standards.97 As noted 
several times recently there was also a perceived problem of internal 
balance between the various choral parts and on this occasion also ‘some 
dubious entries’, not to mention the challengingly reverberant acoustic. At 
the same the performance was ‘so memorable and inspiring, full of pathos 
and spiritual zeal’.98 

This was to be John Nickson’s last performance with the Chorale, as he 
soon stepped down due to ill health. He would later also take long term leave 
from the Conservatorium. Nickson’s connection with the Chorale was only 
renewed at his funeral in August 2002, following his unexpected death at 
age 53. On that occasion the specially arranged choir, conducted by Graeme 
Morton, which included Chorale members, performed some of Nickson’s 
own liturgical compositions. It also sang part of the Fauré Requiem and one 
of his favourite anthems Like as the hart by Herbert Howells, which he had 
conducted in the 10th anniversary Chorale concert nearly a decade before.

97 Margaret and Trevor Parkes, ‘Food for thought’, Brisbane Chorale Newsletter, May 
1996.

98 Patricia Kelly, ‘Youngsters’ dazzling form’, CM, 2 April 1996, p. 29.
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1996: Emily Cox
Although Simone de Haan was soon to relocate to Brisbane, it fell to Acting 
Conservatorium Director Janet Delpratt to negotiate a way forward for 
the Chorale, in liaison with its committee. The first important decision was 
concerning who would lead the Chorale for the remainder of 1996, so within 
a short time Emily Cox was appointed as interim Music Director. A slightly 
less busy schedule than some of its recent seasons was already in place, 
though there were some particular upcoming highlights. Georg Tintner 
returned for the QPO’s 20th anniversary series, for which he directed what 
was probably the first local rendition of Beethoven’s Symphony No.9 with a 
chamber orchestra. This was also a reunion on many levels with the Chorale 
‘showing well-rounded yet vibrant choral tone’.99 Several other Chorale 
appearances then followed in rather contrasting circumstances. 

Firstly, the Chorale sang national anthems and other songs for the 
opening of the Rugby Union International at Lang Park Stadium. Secondly, 
a contingent of nearly 60 singers spent a week in Sydney at the 4th World 
Symposium on Choral Music where they joined about 300 others to form 
the occasional National Australia Choir. The Berlioz Requiem was conducted 
by John Nelson in the Opera House Concert Hall in which the composer’s 
precise instructions for four offstage brass groups, each of 8–10 players, 
were observed in full. In the ‘Tuba mirum’ section the bass section became 
the ‘undoubted choral hero of the occasion’, but the best moments were in 
combined chordal passages, which ‘served the cause of large-scale choral 
singing impressively’ before a discerning international audience.100 

Within a few weeks of the Sydney performance, around 40 selected 
Chorale singers formed the chorus for a semi-staged version of Porgy and 
Bess with the QPO under Roland Peelman. Well-known operatic repertoire 
also featured in the annual ‘Westpac Gala’, and also within a QSO ‘Music 
on Sundays’ concert which saw the Chorale ‘in good form’ for the ‘Easter 
hymn’ from Cavalleria rusticana.101 Having already prepared the Chorale for 
these diverse programs, Emily Cox then conducted a ‘Music of the Great 
Cathedrals’ concert at St John’s. This featured anthems by Parry and

99 Patricia Kelly, ‘Birthday Beethoven was brilliant’, CM, 27 May 1996, p. 21.
100  Roger Covell, ‘Mighty edifices of timbre’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 12 August 1996,       

p. 14.
101  David Bray, ‘Concert big on sound’, CM, 22 October 1996, p. 16. 
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Wesley, Rutter’s Gloria and Duruflé’s Requiem, accompanied variously by 
organ and brass ensemble.

While the Chorale had experienced a year of mixed fortunes, the 
Conservatorium and the Australian higher education sector in general were 
also facing some major challenges. Soon after the election of the Howard 
federal government in early 1996, major budget cuts in the education portfolio 
were announced. This prompted questions regarding the sustainability of 
the Conservatorium’s extra-mural activities. The new purpose-built facility 
at South Bank was eagerly anticipated, but financial pressures had forced 
numerous compromises in the design and fitting out. In conjunction with 
this emerging situation Simone de Haan now engaged in a dialogue with 
the Chorale committee, along the lines of not being able to guarantee future 
support other than in-kind provision of rehearsal space.

Conservatorium staff and student soloists had been frequently engaged 
by the Chorale and its membership continued to include a number of 
undergraduates. But in terms of its performance planning and structures, 
the Chorale had long since found ways to build its annual program without 
the Conservatorium being relied upon to provide an orchestra. The 1996 
‘Westpac Gala’ concert would be the Chorale’s last, though similar popular 
classics programs would continue under other auspices. Even though the 
number of QSO engagements had reduced in recent years, other alternatives 
including the QPO, QYO and Camerata of St John’s were now being 
regularly deployed. 

At various times the Chorale had also considered the viability of 
becoming an independently incorporated association. This now seemed 
the most logical way forward. With the Conservatorium no longer able to 
provide a music director from its full-time staff, as had been the practice 
until now with few exceptions, this responsibility henceforth would rest 
entirely with the Chorale. It was soon decided that a search process would 
be undertaken in liaison with the Conservatorium, which provided lecturers 
Adele Nisbet and Peter Roennfeldt as selection committee members. On 
the basis of interviews and practical demonstrations, the choice of the next 
music director was announced in early 1997.102 The committee and the 
membership were also now embarking on the goal of becoming a structurally 
and financially independent organisation, henceforth to be known officially 
as ‘Brisbane Chorale Inc.’. 

102  Brisbane Chorale Newsletter, February 1997.
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