 
THREE SPIRES CONCERT REVIEW: BACH MASS IN B MINOR
 
On Saturday 23rd March an expectant crowd returned to Truro cathedral to witness James Anderson-Besant take the podium for the second time as the newly appointed conductor of the Three Spires Singers and Orchestra. Joining him on stage were soloists Helena Moore (soprano), Alasdair Austin (alto), Jack Granby (tenor) and Thomas Butler (bass) to perform J S Bach’s Mass in B Minor, a work not heard in the cathedral since 2018. 
 
The lead line-up was something of an alumni reunion, both conductor and soloists (Jack Granby aside) having recently studied together or known each other at Cambridge University. 
 
From the very first bar it became apparent what a tight rein the conductor was holding on the choir: accents, dynamics and diction were all razor-sharp and on point, allowing even the densest counterpoint to bite through the cathedral’s lush but unforgiving reverberation. All four soloists were well-matched, if at times the soprano and tenor lost some power at the end of phrases (and, being sat at the front, I did wonder how satisfactorily the sound was finding its way to the back of the hall). Alto Alasdair Austin delivered a particularly spectacular sound, with a magical purity of tone, precision of pitch (never hidden beneath unwarranted vibrato), lightness of delivery and crisp enunciation. 
 
The Gloria was taken at lightning speed but remained effective and controlled. Beautiful chamber moments surfaced successively - soprano with solo violin (leader Nick Whiting), tenor with solo flute (Karen Green) and alto with solo oboe (Tamsin Robinson). Finally, with the Gloria approaching its close, bass soloist Thomas Butler entered into dialogue with a fiendishly difficult French horn solo, impressively executed by Jaqueline Kershaw. By the final ‘Cum sancto spiritu’, James Anderson-Besant had the choir all but rushed of its feet, which inevitably sacrificed some detail at the expense of excitement, though sopranos held their own admirably.
 
 The second half got off to a slightly rocky start but settled in time for the soprano/alto duet ‘Et in unum Dominum Jesum Christum’, a lovely touch here being the close register between the two parts, allowing the alto’s line at times to rise above the soprano’s – a most pleasing sound from Helena and Alasdair. 
 
The choir followed with ‘Et incarnatus est de Spiritu Sanctus’, one of the work’s most tortuous passages that caused a few intonation issues, male voices tending to drift slightly flat. With so much going on, and being placed so far behind the instrumentalists, the choir doubtless struggled at times to hear the full orchestral texture. 
 
The chamber-like mood returned with a continuo of cello (Barbara Degener) and bassoon (Sam Gurney) supporting Thomas Butler’s bass solo, the choir then taking us to the Sanctus, with its soaring brass opening. The mood then lightened for a fragile and tender solo from tenor Jack Granby, whose voice well suited this chamber-like scoring, before the choir closed the movement with their exclamatory hosannas. 
 
And so we arrived at the last part of this extraordinary work, the Agnus Dei: a perfect marriage between solo flute and Alasdair Austin’s angelic voice, from which emerged the hushed tones of the choir’s profoundly moving ‘Dona nobis pacem’ to end the work. 
 
The concert was another clear success for conductor James Anderson-Besant, for the singers, for the orchestra and for the soloists. But the choir could certainly do with more male voices. If you think you might be interested in joining, please email membersthreespires@googlemail.com. And do make a note in your diary of their next concert on 6 th July, when works will include Rutter’s Requiem, Bernstein’s Chichester Psalms, Vaughan Williams’ Five Mystical Songs and Parry’s Hear My Words, Ye People. Another concert not to be missed. 
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