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WAR REQUIEM: REVIEW 

Review: CSO perform Britten's War Requiem 

Christchurch Symphony Orchestra, conducted by Benjamin Northey at the Airforce 

Museum, Wigram, October 3.  

This was an evening of challenges very well met.  

Assembling a cast of 300 singers and instrumentalists in post-quake Christchurch was in itself a noteworthy 
logistical feat. Accommodating the cast and a capacity audience amidst the warplanes of Wigram was an 
impressive sleight of spatial engineering and producing such a convincing performance of Britten's 
challenging masterpiece was a triumph of musical co-ordination. 

In this latter respect, both Benjamin Northey, chief conductor, and Andrew Withington, off-stage conductor 
of Christchurch Boys' Choir and musical director of the three onstage choirs – Consortia, the Christchurch 
City Choir and the NZ Secondary Schools' Choir – deserve top plaudits. That such a tight sound was elicited 
from this widely spread gathering of the clans is testimony to the clarity of their conducting and attention to 
detail in rehearsing. 

It is also testimony to the concentration, stamina (90 minutes of music without interval) and listening skills 
of all the performers.  In this respect each of the contributing ensembles deserves acclamation, as the 
standing ovation from the audience at the close attested. 

The soloists, Morag Atchison, Jared Holt and Christopher Bowen, were well matched musically, yet brought 
individual flair to the proceedings. Atchison, in representing the universal voice of grief was an emotive 
powerhouse; Holt brought insightful depth to Wilfred Owen's words and Bowen an elegance of line to 
Britten's melodies. The tenor and baritone blend of Bowen and Holt respectively was particularly satisfying. 

The enlarged Christchurch Symphony Orchestra, challenging the depth of player stocks in the city, rose to 
the occasion with precise and expressive sounds. Split into two – a chamber-sized orchestra to accompany 
the two male soloists, and the remainder to accompany the combined choirs – the performance of both was 
colourful and convincing. 

The greatest joy for the audience though came in the massed segments, in particular the closing "In 
paridisium". This was exquisite music performed with great sensitivity and emotional power.  


