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Monday Afternoons 
The Story 

 
A man may live to the age of eighty 
years, perhaps more.  If he is lucky 
enough to appreciate the extent to which 
his life can be enriched by music and 
singing, he may sing for almost a 
lifetime – let us say 93% of his life.  Of 
those 75 years, a mere 4% will be spent 
singing in the unchanged voice of a boy.  
That alone confers pricelessness upon 
the transient flowering of a life event at 
once both fleeting and profound.  For a 
good few people, the pure, guileless, 
angelic sound of what we are wont in 
England to call the “treble” voice is 
something uniquely to be appreciated. 
  
This is the story of one such treble who 
was closely observed throughout these 
4% of the singing years.  It is told in the 
interests of education and a better 
understanding of the remarkable 
phenomenon that is the boy “treble” 
voice. It is also told so that the Monday 
Afternoons CD might be more fully 
appreciated for what it is.  The CD is an 
album of nineteen tracks of varying 
style, beautifully sung by a boy treble.  
Its similarity to other treble albums ends 
there, however. The album is actually 
the by-product of a scientific study.  
Each track has been recorded at a 
different age and therefore different 
stage in the artist’s development.  The 
album therefore allows the listener to 
appreciate how the boy voice transforms 
from that of a child with a certain degree 
of naïve charm to that of a fully mature 
treble with perspicacity and style.  A 
boy’s voice is not static.  It is constantly 
changing and developing.  To record an 
album all at one time, therefore, is to 
miss 90% of the story – to fail to capture 
the real, human essence of that 
transitory, magical 4% of the singing 
life.  For the careful listener, this album 

reveals different delights at each stage of 
development. 
 

 
 
 
Early beginnings 
 
The work on Monday Afternoons began 
during 2002 –some months before Max 
Matthew, about whom this story is 
written was born!  Max was asked to 
write 300 of his own words for the 
Monday Afternoons CD booklet.  A “big 
ask” for a busy twelve year old! He 
wrote “I have always had a love of 
music, and have also always had singing 
in my life, whether it be from my Mum 
singing to me in her womb, singing me a 
lullaby to put me to sleep . . .”  Quite 
simply, he rightly identified the most 
important ever period of his musical life. 
Nothing that is to come can surpass this 
early life experience.   
 
The more we know about the 
development of musicality and singing, 
the more we come to appreciate the 
importance of the earliest years of life. It 
does matter that a child is exposed to 
music in the womb.  It does matter that a 
small infant grows up in an environment 
rich in prosody and rich in lyricism.  
Rich prosody means that the infant is the 
recipient of frequent, well-modulated 
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speech.  Meaning is conveyed by the 
expressive, exaggerated pitches of our 
infant directed vocalisation long before 
any lexicon is comprehended.  
Emotional bonds that dictate the life 
course are formed by the gentle, 
attentive sing-song of maternal prosody.  
A rich lyrical environment is one in 
which the mother sings loving songs to 
the infant, in a gentle voice in tune with 
the pitch centre of the infant.  It is not 
one in which the infant is bombarded by 
the sounds of mechanised babycare, 
crudely loud, pitched too low and 
entirely impersonal.   It is one where 
infant-mother interaction is uniquely 
personalised and conducted through 
reciprocal gazes.  
 
Of course, Max could not sing as a small 
infant.  There are physiological reasons 
for this.  The infant larynx is positioned 
very high in the throat.  The advantage 
of this is that the infant can breathe and 
suckle at the same time.  The 
disadvantage, if it be that, is that he 
cannot produce the vowel sounds 
required for speech or singing.  The 
inability of an infant to talk or sing is 
primarily a physical issue of the throat. 
The brain and the ear, on the other hand, 
are powerfully active at this time.  The 
infant hears the world around him with 
great intensity.  His brain is engaged in 
the miraculous task of constructing the 
complex neural networks of musical 
intelligence.  Long before he is able to 
delight the listener with his “angelic” 
vocalisations, the intelligence of those 
sounds is in his head.  
 
Or not. If an older boy finds singing 
difficult, his genes may have dealt him a 
hand less favourable to music than his 
singing friend.  Much more than this 
though, his disadvantage will have been 
environmental.  Nobody will have sung 
lyrically to his infant self.  
 

~ * * * * * * * ~ 

Finding the “singing voice” 
 
One of the foremost and influential 
experts on this topic is Edwin Gordon.  
Gordon uses the term “audiation” to 
describe the ability to draw upon an 
internal mental vocabulary of music that 
has been built up by listening within a 
rich musical environment.   
 

 
 
He is of the view that a rich mental 
vocabulary of musical sounds needs to 
have been created by the age of three.  
What is heard through the ear then 
begins to be heard inside the head.  Only 
later will it emerge through the singing 
voice, but for this to happen it needs to 
be there in the first place.  Do not, says 
Gordon, ask a child to sing before he has 
learned to listen.  Gordon has some very 
important things to say about the singing 
voice.  First, he reminds us that children 
do not need “speaking lessons”.  They 
learn to speak by imitating the speech 
that surrounds them.  More specifically, 
they “model speech voice quality”.  
Unless, Gordon writes, children hear 
singing along with speaking during their 
formative years, their speaking and 
singing voices will become one and as 
they increase in age, it becomes ever 
harder to separate the two. 
 
Though the singing voice is usually 
higher than the speaking voice, it is not 
so much its pitch as its lyrical quality 
that matters. Deprivation of the vital 
lyrical environment of infancy results in 
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exactly the problem we have with most 
boys today. At the age of five, they have 
no singing voice and the older they grow 
the harder it becomes to acquire one.  
Any singing that is undertaken is then 
undertaken in the wrong voice, the 
speaking voice.  Use of the speaking 
voice will never result in a beautiful 
treble sound.  To use the words of 
Joanne Rutkowski, another important 
writer on childhood singing 
development, the starting point for 
children who, by the age of five, have no 
singing voice inside their heads (the 
large majority) is “chanting in the 
speaking voice range”.  Until the age of 
nine, singing and musicality are believed 
to be “developmental”.  Some 
remediation of this chanting is therefore 
possible within a rich musical 
environment at school, particularly if 
child-centred ear and voice methods are 
employed regularly. A skillful teacher 
whose voice can supply beautiful sounds 
for the children to internalize can work 
miracles.  The Kodaly system is one of 
the best-known ear and voice methods.  
 
Beyond the age of nine, Gordon assures 
us, the developmental possibilities cease.  
Musical aptitude is fixed for life by the 
age of nine.  Other studies have 
confirmed Gordon’s sobering findings 
here.  The period between the ages four 
and eight is a critical one for any 
potential future singer.  He (or equally 
she) may have had the advantage of a 
lyrical infancy at home, but poor quality 
singing in the primary school will 
progressively erode this.  The aspiring 
singer may well be surrounded by loud, 
out of tune semi-chanting in the speech 
voice, led by a teacher whose knowledge 
of the topic may amount to little more 
than how to download a backing track 
from the internet and exhort the children 
to “sing louder” (the exact opposite of 
what should be taught!).  Somehow, our 
young singer has to survive this until he 
is recruited at about the age of eight to a 

choir where there are better sounds to 
copy.   
 
The majority of boys’ choirs do not 
recruit until the age of eight or so.  Of 
course, there are practical reasons such 
as those to do with social maturity and 
reading fluency.  However, there are 
very good reasons for such choirs to 
consider setting up nursery departments 
for 4 – 7 year olds.  Indeed, the more I 
think about this, the more I am inclined 
to believe that if quality singing has any 
real future it will depend on such 
community initiatives rather than 
primary schools. It might be better if 
children such as Max were able to 
progress straight from home to a 
Kodaly-based singing nursery in the 
local community, available without 
charge to any family that thinks singing 
and music important. But we are a very 
long way from achieving such a vision. 
 
Of course, I have, as yet, to hear a 
beautiful treble sound from a six year 
old.  Even with a lyrical singing voice 
inside their heads, the sound that comes 
out has an infant like quality.  There are 
straightforward physical reasons for this.  
Two leading experts in the field are Ingo 
Titze and Johann Sundberg.  Titze has 
undertaken important work on the young 
child larynx.  His writings are an 
important source of our knowledge that 
the vocal folds (wrongly called by some 
people “chords”) are very different in a 
child to an adult.  It is not until roughly 
around the age of about twelve or 
thirteen that the vocal folds develop their 
full layered structure and begin to 
function like those of an adult. Before 
the age of three, the vocal folds have 
only one main tissue layer and cannot 
vibrate steadily enough to maintain 
pitch. At around seven, they are at a 
midpoint in their development.  It is 
between roughly seven or eight and 
roughly twelve or thirteen that truly 
beautiful singing is possible for children. 
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Whether or not it sounds beautiful is 
largely a matter of formants. Sundberg 
has taught the world much about 
formants.  Formants are the peaks of 
resonance that occur in the vocal tract 
and can be tuned by the complex tract 
muscles to create different vowel sounds 
and different tones or timbres.  Anybody 
who can speak can to some degree tune 
their lower formants because this is the 
process by which the different vowel 
sounds are created.  It is the higher 
formants that produce beauty or ugliness 
in singing tone.  The teaching of singing 
has advanced hugely in recent years and 
much time and effort is spent on 
“formant tuning” in the adult singing 
studio.  The young child is unlikely to 
have had the benefit of this.  Beyond 
genetic advantages in tract shape, he 
must rely purely on the quality of sounds 
inside his head and upon his imitative 
faculty.  It is at this point that the story 
of Monday Afternoons moves on to the 
time I first met Max, aged eight. 
 

~* * * * * *~ 
 
Monday Afternoons is born. 
 
Many years ago, I had the privilege of 
being taught by one of the twentieth 
century’s greatest exponents of the 
choral art with boys, the late Allan 
Wicks of Canterbury Cathedral.  Wicks 
said many things to my youthful self (not 
all printable or repeatable!) but two have 

stuck in my mind.  “Choir training,” he 
said, “is 5% music and 95% human 
relationships.” Anxious to know how to 
run a good boys’ choir, I asked him 
about the process of selection.  “I look 
for the ones with a twinkle in their eyes,” 
he said.  That, in a nutshell, is how 
Monday Afternoons was born.  One day I 
was introduced to three small boys, all 
aged about eight or nine and all very 
new to a choir. Of these three, Max had 
that Wicksian twinkle.  This is not 
scientific!  Don’t ask me how.  I just 
knew. 
 
I had been studying another boy, 
William (see Contemporary Choral 
Work with Boys pp 79 – 82), since the 
age of 11:10.  It is from the ages of 11 
and 12 that most boy choristers’ voices 
peak in beauty.  I had made a number of 
audio recordings of William singing 
some pieces to supplement the scientific 
measurements of vocal and physical 
growth.  Ideally, I’d have started with 
William when he was eight, but I hadn’t.  
I therefore needed an eight-year-old to 
fill in the missing years.  By one of life’s 
strange turns of fortune, Max was in the 
right place at the right time.  According 
to his mother, his audition for the church 
choir had made quite an impression on 
the conductor.  Max had no difficulty in 
accessing his singing (“head”) voice and 
his pitching was remarkably accurate.  
And he had the Wicksian twinkle!  
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Imitation and the early recordings 
 
The clinical scientific measurements – 
height, weight, neck circumference, lung 
volume, speaking voice pitch, highest 
and lowest singable notes, “lift” or 
transition points in the vocal registers, 
glottal closure quotient, formant 
positioning – these were straightforward 
and I had done them many times before. 
Home research visits too were “old hat”.  
I had studied by the method of 
successive home visits over a period of 
time a number of very good boy singers 
who had made commercial CD 
recordings.  I had learned much about 
the social and cultural aspects of their 
lives and, of course, I had copies of their 
CDs.  What I did not have was the plain, 
unadulterated singing voice, devoid of 
all accompaniments (symphony 
orchestra in some cases!) and technical 
embellishments such as artificial 
reverberation (and pitch correction? 
surely not!) 
 

 
 
 
What I wanted from Max was this plain, 
unadulterated singing voice.  But of 
course, singing an extract in a clinical 

setting is not the same as recording an 
actual performance.  My aim, then, was 
to create as much as I was able an actual 
“CD track”, but to have what I could not 
get from the boys studied previously, the 
plain voice on its own.  I had other aims 
too.  I wished as far as possible to 
recreate the conditions under which boys 
such as Max traditionally learned to sing 
“treble” and then to probe the impact of 
the considerable research and 
development in recent decades that has 
taken place with regard to teaching boys 
to sing.  A little needs to be said about 
this. 
 
There is a strange paradox at the heart of 
what is sometimes called the “English 
choral tradition”.  Though often 
celebrated for some of the “finest choral 
singing in the world” the English boy 
treble sound has evolved as a result of 
conductors’ ignorance of singing!  
Unlike the United States and mainland 
Europe where considerable efforts can 
be devoted to initial professional training 
and post-graduate qualifications in 
choral conducting and singing, the 
English boys’ choir conductor has 
always been relatively a self-taught 
amateur.  This is so even in the case of 
our otherwise professional cathedral 
choirs.  The tradition in England has 
been that a high level training in organ 
playing is sufficient to qualify an 
individual to conduct a choir and teach 
boys to sing. 
 
Lest any reader think I am living in a 
glass-house and throwing stones, I too 
had trained in this tradition and for many 
years had seen nothing wrong with it.  I 
earned a diploma in organ playing 
(tolerably well).  To attain my first 
degree, I had to demonstrate that I could 
harmonize Bach Chorales, write 
Palestrina counterpoint, analyse sonata 
form, recite the birth and death dates of 
the great composers.  These things 
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“qualified” me to train boys to sing!  
Amazing. 
 
So how have English boy trebles learned 
to sing often with great beauty?  There is 
a very clear answer to this - by imitating 
the older boys in the choir.  Of course, 
this is a “chicken and egg” situation.  
How did the older boys first learn?  One 
theory I have heard is that of natural 
selection.  Choir conductors favoured 
boys whose voices sounded the way they 
wanted.  These came to be the boys who 
were imitated and so, over many years a 
particular “choir sound” evolved.  John 
Curwen (of tonic sol-fah fame) 
performed a great service to the choral 
world at the end of the nineteenth 
century by touring the country and 
painstakingly recording the practices he 
witnessed.  What he write about Dr 
Bridge at Westminster Abbey sums the 
position perfectly:  
 

No formal system of voice-training 
is in use. The boys enter at from 9 to 
10-½, not older. A new boy is 
placed in the middle of the row of 
choristers, so as to excite his 
imitative faculty to the utmost.    
 

One of the things I had learned since 
making a serious study of singing 
technique and boys’ voices is that many 
English church choirs have an 
unfortunate habit of keeping boys on the 
“treble” line sometimes years after their 
voices have changed. This is why many 
people still believe that voices “break”.  
Indeed they do if mistreated in such a 
way. These older boys are useful 
because they know the repertoire and 
can often be relied upon to give good 
leads. But they are not singing “treble”, 
they are singing falsetto soprano, mostly 
in an untutored way that singing teachers 
assure me leads to future problems.  
Though difficult to avoid I did not want 
Max to learn by imitation of such boys. 
 

I turned instinctively to one of the CD 
artists I had previously studied. Joseph 
McManners began his career as a 
probationer in Canterbury Cathedral 
choir but was soon seduced by the 
commercial music industry through 
playing a major role in the film Little 
Prince.  This led to an album for Sony 
BMG entitled In Dreams.  Much 
nonsense was written in the enthusiasts’ 
blogosphere about “a pure child’s voice 
unspoiled by any ecclesiastical 
choirmaster” and the belief was put 
about that Joseph never had singing 
lessons or coaching.  In fact he had, from 
several teachers recognized as amongst 
the best in the country. 
 
I sat, one evening, with one of Joseph’s 
former teachers, listening to his 
recordings and going through with her 
some of the issues I thought needed 
clarification.  I particularly wanted to 
know why Joe could seem to sail 
through his entire singing range with no 
perceptible “break” – an ability may 
adult singers would give their right arm 
for.  The result of that was that I was 
confident that, though aged 12 when the 
CD was recorded, Joseph had an 
unchanged treble voice.  It was also a 
very pure, “naïve”, indeed childlike one, 
and a fine one for that.  I have often used 
the effortless ascent to a top A at the end 
of Joseph’s Rutter Pie Jesu to show what 
the child voice is capable of prior to the 
attainment of the adult form of triple 
layered vocal folds.  
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So Joe was to be Max’s initial role 
model for imitation. Next I chose a piece 
on Joe’s album that Max already knew.  
There were only two choices possible – 
Cesar Frank’s Panis Angelicus or 
Walking in the Air. We chose the “choir 
piece”. Max listened several times 
through a pair of headphones.  When he 
was ready he sang along with Joe’s 
recording, as though he “were standing 
next to him in choir”.  A close 
microphone captured Max’s voice alone.  
I then had some fun orchestrating a 
brand new accompaniment to be post-
dubbed onto Max’s vocal line.  A few 
other boys were recruited for the other 
line and, hey presto (would it were that 
simple), we had Monday Afternoons, 
track one. 
 
The result is remarkable.  Max does not, 
of course, sound exactly the same as Joe.  
Every voice is unique and we wouldn’t 
want cloning even if it were possible.  
But the effect of imitation is 
unmistakable.  It was a quite remarkable 
demonstration of the extent to which 
boys develop singing through listening 
and imitation. Perhaps there was a 
connection with early musical memories 
from infancy.  Perhaps every musical 
experience, including elements of timbre 
and interpretation, is stored somewhere 
in the memory to be audiated1 and then 
to become part of the individual’s own 
future performance. Plausible, but not a 
theory that Monday Afternoons was 
equipped to test! 
 
Why does the voice sound the way it 
does?  This is the main question Monday 
Afternoons set out to answer.  As I have 
the unadulterated “dry” voice on its own, 
I am able to run it through a software 
programme known as Praat and plot the 
distribution and intensity of formants. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  A	  term	  devised	  by	  Edwin	  Gordon	  to	  describe	  
the	  process	  of	  musical	  thinking	  inside	  the	  
head	  

One of the things Sundberg has studied 
is the why and the how of our ability to 
tell apart different voices singing the 
same note.  He asks why it is possible to 
tell apart an alto voice and tenor voice 
singing the same vowel at the same pitch 
and proceeds to explain the role of 
formants. The same question and same 
procedure ought to be asked and 
explored for a boy undergoing voice 
change.  As a twelve or thirteen year old, 
he will sing the same note to the same 
vowel in the same piece as he did as a 
nine or ten year old.  Yet its timbre will 
be different.  We should be able to say 
which is the older or younger voice even 
though the pitch and vowel are the same.  
 

 
 
I have recorded and analysed the voices 
of over a thousand boys.  A fair many of 
these are what we call longitudinal 
records, that is to say the same boy 
recorded repeatedly over three monthly 
intervals.  With the speaking voice, the 
task is easy.  The speaking voice 
gradually falls in pitch as the boy grows 
and its actual pitch is the most obvious 
aural clue we use in judging the boy’s 
age.  But what if singing results in the 
pitch being the same?  This is by far the 
more interesting challenge! 
 
So where next after Panis Angelicus?  I 
wanted Max to branch out a little from 
the routine ecclesiastical repertoire and I 
wanted him to learn something new.  A 
folk song seemed an obvious place to 
start and I eventually determined upon 
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the Ash Grove.  What of a model to 
copy?  I listened to several recordings 
and finally presented Max with Peter 
Pears singing Britten’s version, and a 
“choirised” (I use that word advisedly 
rather than “choral”) version by 
Oxford’s New College Choir under 
Edward Higginbottom.  Why Peter 
Pears?  Why give a boy treble an adult 
tenor as a role model?  Well, there is 
another theory lurking here.  Peter Pears 
was undoubtedly a very fine singer and 
if Max turns out to be half as good as an 
adult I shall be very proud!   The issue is 
that church choir conductors often sing 
to their boys in falsetto.  Such a practice 
is, to say the least, controversial.  Why 
they do it is interesting.  It may be to 
help the boys to pitch their notes.   
 
This is itself controversial.  There are 
competing theories.  One says that boys 
automatically and unconsciously 
transpose upwards an octave from an 
adult male voice.  There is little doubt 
that they do.  I have done many singing 
sessions in primary schools over the 
years and the children have just copied 
my voice an octave up.  However, other 
experienced conductors I respect have 
assured me that with younger, 
inexperienced boys, the falsetto pitch 
does help.  I have tried this out and there 
is truth in what they say.  Sometimes I 
now use falsetto in dealing with a 
younger boy who’s a bit wobbly on 
pitch.  What is incontrovertible is that a 
choirmaster (other than a properly 
trained counter-tenor) who continually 
sings to his boys is falsetto is not 
demonstrating good singing!  This 
worries a number of singing teachers I 
know.  It is not just the abstracted sound 
of the voice that boys copy.  It is the 
whole action of singing including body 
posture, larynx position and attitude. 
 
I shall be controversial at this point!  It is 
sometimes said that you need a man to 
teach boys to sing or train a boys’ choir.  

Absolute nonsense!  Disproof of this 
completely erroneous idea is easy to find 
through looking at the large numbers of 
excellent boys’ choirs run by women 
who are often more successful at 
recruiting than men. They can certainly 
be better at relationships than some men. 
But are they also more successful in 
teaching good singing technique?  I have 
to say that the best instances I have 
witnessed of young boys learning to sing 
beautifully in a choir have been those in 
which the boys have been imitating the 
voice, posture, breathing and facial 
expressions of a woman conductor.  No 
octave transposition and certainly no 
ugly falsetto are required! 
 
Max, for whatever reason, was not 
impressed by Peter Pears.  He just didn’t 
like it.  Was he uncomfortable with 
being asked to copy an adult tenor?  He 
opted for he Higginbottom version, 
showing an enthusiasm for the 
conductor’s name that can only come 
from a ten year old boy (my apologies if 
Professor Higginbottom ever reads this!)  
This aside, was he comfortable with the 
more familiar “choral” sound than an 
adult performance that would be largely 
alien to a ten-year-old primary school 
pupil? So we set about making Max a 
virtual member of the New College 
Choir.  It was not a success.  Max had 
problems learning the words and co-
ordinating them with the melody and the 
session ended in tears. 
 
We tried again a fortnight later.  I began 
with the more conventional method of 
playing the melody on the piano and 
correcting Max’s pitching of the 
intervals.  He did not need much 
correction, so we moved on to 
interpretation and breathing points.  We 
looked at the meaning of the words.  One 
of the big problems with folk songs is 
that they are often sung by an adult man 
lamenting the death or cruelty of his 
lover, or by an adult woman lamenting 
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the absence of her lover.  The Ash Grove 
is an example of the former, Blow the 
Wind Southerly, which we were to 
record later, the latter.  How can a young 
boy sing of such sentiment with 
authenticity?  I did my best to explain to 
Max that he was heartbroken as he 
wandered through ash groves where the 
fair maiden lay “sleeping”.  Who can say 
what his internal emotional 
understanding or empathy with the 
situation was?  But something 
remarkable happened.  Max decided he 
just wanted to sing the piece through 
without any accompaniment.  No 
headphones, no piano, nothing. Just the 
lone voice in the room.  The 
interpretation and phrasing are Max’s 
spontaneous and intuitive outpourings.  
The harp (courtesy Logic Pro) was 
dubbed on later. Judge for yourself the 
answer to my questions. 
 

 
 
It was at this point that I realised that, 
important though imitation is, Max also 
had a musical personality of his own.  
This was what we needed to work with.  
His pitching was, though not perfect in 
this piece, nevertheless remarkably 
accurate.  It has been possible several 
times to dub accompaniments onto an 
unsupported voice.  And so to the first 
piece from Friday Afternoons. Benjamin 
Britten is often celebrated as a composer 
with unusual gifts and insights into 
writing for boys’ voices.  Early in his 
career he composed twelve unison songs 
for Clive House Preparatory School in 

Prestatyn where he was coaching cricket 
and taking singing classes.  At the 
suggestion of his elder brother, Robert, 
he gave the collection the title Friday 
Afternoons, for that was the time the 
boys had their singing lesson.   
 
Although a small, relatively insignificant 
and early part of Britten’s opus, Friday 
Afternoons has risen to considerable 
prominence as an international national 
children’s singing project conceived by 
Aldeburgh Music as part of the 
Centenary celebrations of Britten’s birth.  
More than 70 000 children around the 
world are said to have participated since 
2013 and Aldeburgh Music is now 
“creating a song bank of repertoire for 
children’s voices” through annual 
commissions of new works from 
selected composers.  The word “song 
bank” will be familiar to anybody 
familiar with Sing Up, the UK national 
singing programme for primary schools 
funded by the last Labour government.  
Nobody has been disingenuous enough 
to draw direct comparisons with Sing 
Up, but let us say the Friday Afternoons 
project does justice to Britten’s legacy of 
high quality music making by children.  
 
The New Year Carol is no. 5 in the 
collection and Max has recorded it three 
times.  The first recording was made 
after the Ash Grove at the age of 10:06.  
For this we used the actual backing track 
provided by the Monday Afternoons 
project.  The version on the CD is a later 
one recorded in Oranmore Studio with a 
live piano accompaniment at age 12:06.  
Scientific comparison of the two 
versions is an important part of the 
project.  Not only are what are called 
“long term average spectra” employed to 
identify and quantify timbre and noise 
differences, but painstaking 
measurements of the pitching accuracy 
in cents deviation from the written notes 
have been made.  For the purposes of the 
CD we have used the later recording.  
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Let is say the earlier one gave us a clear 
agenda of where we needed to work on 
Max’s technique!  The third recording 
was made in the same month at a live 
concert. I had always considered it 
important for his development that Max 
performs some of his Monday 
Afternoons pieces in a live concert to a 
live audience where the voice needed to 
be projected and there was no chance of 
retakes.  
 

~ * * * * * *~ 
 
The Whole Voice 
 
The convention in England today is to 
call all boys with unchanged voices 
“trebles”.  For all sorts of reasons, most 
people seem to prefer this to the term 
“soprano”.  In actual fact, the majority of 
boys with unchanged voices are mezzo-
sopranos, that is to say, their range is 
most likely to be from A3 (the A just 
below Middle C) to G5 (the G just under 
two octaves above).  A small minority of 
boys can reach the true soprano range of 
C6.  Mezzo-sopranos can and do sing 
either the soprano part or the alto part in 
choral music.  Routine choral music 
seldom stretches the singer to the 
extremities of the range and it is 
perfectly possible for mezzo-soprano 
boys to sing alto.  They do in Germany 
and the USA. They don’t in England.  
This is regrettable for two reasons.  First, 
I have always thought the lowest reaches 
of the boy voice, when properly trained, 
have a peculiar beauty of their own.  
Second, if boys seldom sing much below 
middle E (as is the case with much 
church music) they are not using their 
whole voice.  This matters a lot because 
it means they are merely pleasing the 
choir conductor, they are not being 
developed as singers in their own right.  
This has long been the tradition in 
England where boys just sing an 
undemanding “treble” part. 
 

 

 
 
One respected authority on the subject is 
Kenneth Phillips, who wrote an 
influential book called Teaching Kids to 
Sing.  In his book, he advocates the 
method of the American Academy of 
Teachers of Singing, which is to exercise 
the different sets of muscles that produce 
the upper register and the lower register, 
combining the actions of the two in the 
middle octave where most singing is 
done.  This is what I have endeavoured 
to accomplish with Max.  During the 
making of Monday Afternoons Max, 
when on top form, has managed an 
unusually large range.  He can reach a 
little lower than most boys to G3, but has 
also managed right up to the soprano 
high C (C6).  In order to capture this for 
the science, I wanted Max to sing all 
three parts that might be attempted by an 
unchanged boy voice – first treble, 
second treble and third treble (or alto).  I 
came across some rather pleasing three 
part carol arrangements by Imogen Holst 
and selected Joys Seven. 
 
Max instantly took to this and was 
excited about the prospect of sequencing 
or multi-tracking – singing all three parts 
himself.  This has not been done for 
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“show”.  It has been done mainly so that 
I can have a voice sample in each of the 
three part ranges.  A worthwhile by-
product has been the testing and 
development of Max’s musicianship.  
The first attempt was made at age 10:08.  
It was not unsuccessful, but it proved to 
be a time-consuming process and we 
never completed the entire seven verses.  
I believed at that time that it was 
necessary for Max to sing to a guide 
track.  A particular synthesised tone was 
named by Max “Button Moon” and 
became a familiar part of our work.  
“Button Moon” supposedly kept Max on 
pitch and, importantly for multi-track 
sequencing, kept him in time.  The 
process was cumbersome and, to say the 
least, mechanical.  The pre-recorded 
“Button Moon” ruled all.  Almost two 
years later, we decided to re-record the 
entire piece in the studio when Max was 
12:06.  Max sang the first part all the 
way through without any 
accompaniment or guide track. Then he 
added the second and third parts to his 
own voice singing at his own pitch in his 
own tempo.  I have tried an exercise 
such as this myself.  It is not easy! I now 
have three vocal lines for formant 
exploration and pitch deviation analysis 
and “Button Moon” has been quietly 
retired for all Max’s later recordings. 
 
During Max’s remaining months at 
primary school we recorded a further 
five pieces.  The worship song Be Still 
has long been a favourite of mine.  
Though not a lover of contemporary 
forms of worship (to put it mildly) I also 
believe in objectivity and I believe that 
repertoire should be judged on its 
musical and literary merits.  Be Still was 
sung by a soprano for my second 
wedding.  Years later, Max’s recording 
of it was played at my mother’s funeral.  
Can’t say more than that!  Music is there 
at our most emotional moments.  Many 
years ago I coached two Lincoln 
Cathedral choristers, Peterjohn Gold and 

James Robertson, to sing the duet O 
Lovely Peace from Handel’s Judas 
Maccabeus. The recording we made 
remains treasured over thirty years later.  
Peterjohn’s father asked me for the score 
so that it could be performed at the 
funeral of one of his students who had 
tragically died.  Doubtless this formative 
experience in my own career has been 
passed down the generations.  Who 
knows to whom Max might one day pass 
on O Lovely Peace? 
 
Yes, music evokes strong emotions and 
deep memories.  Of course it does!  
Music is a language like no other.  We 
also recorded Always There, the theme 
tune to the TV series Howard’s Way 
sung over the closing titles of the second 
series by Marti Caine.  I had been 
(terrible confession) a total addict of this 
series and had grown to love the song.  
Simon May (of East Enders fame) writes 
good, solid music.  I wanted Max to sing 
something other than “classical”, 
“religious” or “folk”.  Fair enough, but 
there is a really important point here.  
Why should Max sing what I choose, 
particularly if it is music that has 
meaning for me?  Three reasons might 
be given.  The first is education.  How 
can an eleven year old know a wide 
range of music from which to choose if 
nobody has introduced him to it?  So 
many school music teachers are afraid 
these days to attempt any singing that is 
not “cool” i.e. what the students choose 
to listen to in their own time.  Following 
student choices is not leadership and 
certainly not education in my view. 
 
The second reason is closely related.  If 
you have problems in being “cool” with 
young people, the worst thing you can 
do is to give them music they already 
know.  They will have already have 
views on it and the performance won’t 
sound like what’s in their heads.  Many 
teachers and conductors I respect attest 
to the principle that it’s better to 
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introduce something new.  Introducing 
new music is not easy.  Part of the 
reason music “works” is because we 
respond to repetition and familiarity.  
Nevertheless, it’s something we have to 
do if our young charges are to become 
educated and make discriminating 
choices of their own.  This is where the 
third reason comes in.  You have to have 
ownership of the music you want to 
teach.  Your “passion” for it has to come 
across and your enthusiasm has to be 
infectious.  So many boys have used the 
words “passion” and “enthusiasm” when 
talking to me about conductors they like, 
respect and will work hard for.   
 
 
 
Max gave me two profound rewards for 
applying these principles that emerged a 
year or so later.  The last recording made 
in Y6 was Schubert’s An die Musik.  
Thinking back to the tears we had 
experienced just under a year ago with 
the words for Ash Grove, singing in 
German (copying Fischer-Dieskau 
syllable by syllable as I remember) was a 
“big ask”.  Max took it in his stride.  
What a long way we had come!  But 
later during Y7 when I gingerly asked 
him if he’d have another go at some 
German – Schumann this time, his 
response was “I love Schumann!”  Of 
course, during our quite long afternoon 
sessions (not always Mondays, I have to 
confess) we chatted informally.  Max 
once said to me something like “Music 
has to explore all emotions.  Teachers 
think it has to be happy all the time.  
They’re wrong”.  I had recently played 
him Lotti’s Crucifixus.  When I 
interviewed David Flood for 
Contemporary Choral Work, he opined 
that it was much easier to teach boys 
great music than the trivial or contrived: 
‘Give them something like Brahms and 
they’ll take to it straight away.’  I wish 
more teachers would read and 
understand that. 

An die Musik was, then, the last 
recording we made in Y6.  Lest you 
imagine Max to be a hapless and 
mindless subject of my indoctrination, 
let me disabuse you of any such false 
notion! During our conversations, he 
sometimes referred to the “rock band” he 
had started at primary school. The band 
performed a very creditable rock version 
of Carol of the Bells that went down 
well at the school’s carol service.   At 
the same time as he was recording 
Schubert, he was playing the lead in his 
school’s production of Joseph and the 
Amazing Technicoloured Dreamcoat. 
Alas, I did not witness the live 
performance (I should have done) but I 
have seen the video.  Maybe I am biased, 
but he seemed to have an uncanny stage 
presence.  Whilst some of the other 
children stood and woodenly delivered 
their lines, Max communicated with 
animation and compelling eye contact.  
It was the Wicksian twinkle!   
 

~ * * * * * *~ 
 
The Golden Year 
 
The most common time for a boy to 
leave a cathedral choir in England has 
traditionally been at the end of Y8.  This 
is the school year during which the 
thirteenth birthday occurs.  If the boy 
attends a choir school, it is likely to be 
the year in which he must move on to 
senior school. More often than not this 
means leaving the choir,  -an event that 
coincides somewhat imperfectly with the 
biological happenings that determine 
whether or not he is still a good treble.  
Sometimes this means the loss to the 
choir of a really good boy who could 
have sung for longer.  At other times, a 
boy may need to leave before he gets to 
the end of Y8.  Quite a lot has appeared 
in the press in recent years to the effect 
that puberty, and hence voice change, is 
coming sooner.  The more sensationalist 
reporters talk almost gleefully of a 
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“crisis” facing choirs decimated by 
voices “breaking too soon”.  Much of 
this is speculative as well as 
exaggerated, but there is enough 
evidence to support the view that the 
best or “golden” year for most choristers 
is not Y8 but Y7 (there are always 
exceptions!)  Y7, when the boy is aged 
between 11:06 and 12:06, is “golden” 
because it is the time when the voice is 
at its best and there is enough musical 
maturity to exploit it fully. 
 
It was always a primary objective of 
Monday Afternoons to study closely and 
document in detail how this worked out 
for Max.  Y6 ended, quite literally, on a 
high note with An Die Musik.  Max 
reached a top G# several times with 
consummate ease when performing this 
lied in the key of E major.  A boy whose 
voice had begun to change would find 
this hard to do unless he were in falsetto 
when the sound would have lost its 
purity. There was no sign of that in the 
Max of 11 years and 4 months.  Where 
would we be after the summer holidays 
when Max was beginning Y7 at the age 
of 11:07?  Would this indeed be the 
“golden year”?  Would it be cut 
tragically short by “early puberty” or 
would it continue into Y8?  An 
acknowledged expert on this topic to 
whom the majority of knowledgeable 
singing teachers still defer is the late 
John Cooksey.  Cooksey’s studies of 
voice change in adolescent boys are 
extensive and highly influential.  He 
does indeed pick out Y7 (Grade 6 for 
them across the Pond) as the “golden 
year”, stating this to be the time when 
the “full, rich soprano-like 
quality…reaches its pinnacle of beauty, 
power and intensity”. 
 
I have tried to add something worthwhile 
to Cooksey’s work by my own work on 
the timing of puberty in collaboration 
with Professor Gary Butler, a consultant 
paediatrician with considerable expertise 

in this field.  Max’s development was 
watched hawk like with an anxious eye 
on any portents of change, however 
slight!  The first piece of the “golden 
year” was John Dowland’s Come Again 
Sweet Love.  I had been greatly 
impressed by a 1987 recording of this by 
James Rainbird, a boy soloist (not a 
chorister) with a number of credits, 
including Spielberg’s film Empire of the 
Sun. I was feeling confident enough in 
Max by now to let him loose on some 
more mature boys’ repertoire.  We did 
not copy James as we did Joe 
McManners.  Max had by now found his 
own voice and musical personality and 
we approached the whole of Y7 with that 
as our basis for work rather than 
imitation of another boy. 
 

 
 
The first recording of Come Again, made 
at 11:07 is not the one heard on the CD.  
We re-recorded it at age 12:06. Though 
the first recording was accurate, musical 
and beautifully pure, it was marred by a 
fault in vowel formation that I just 
couldn’t let through. In terms of the 
timing of the “golden year” Max at 
12:06 was actually in the “no man’s 
land” of the summer holiday between Y7 
and Y8. Cooksey describes what 
happens to the “full, rich soprano-like 
quality” once puberty takes hold in these 
terms: “variable loss of tonal clarity and 
richness in higher pitches, most notably 
in C5-F5 range…noticeable increase in 
breathiness and constriction especially in 
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upper pitch extremes.”  Comparison of 
the 11:07 and 12:06 recordings has 
turned out to be one of the most 
constructive exercises of the whole 
project.  We have the choice of a vowel 
fault but full rich voice at 11:07 or 
corrected vowel but the early beginnings 
of exactly what Cooksey describes above 
at 12:06.  It’s not apparent until you 
listen to the two recordings side by side 
when it becomes unmistakeable.  It 
couldn’t have been planned better!  Max 
has turned out to be a near perfect “text 
book example”.  His “golden year” 
turned out be almost exactly Y7 and 
Cooksey does seem once again to have 
“nailed it”! 
 
Between the two Come Agains, then, 
was indeed the time when the voice 
peaked physically.  It was also a year 
marked also by a sudden jump in 
emotional maturity and resilience.  The 
Max of October 2014 was a totally 
different boy to the Max of July 2014.  I 
put this down largely to moving up to 
secondary school.  I once believed that 
the age of eleven was too young to leave 
the safe nest of the primary school class 
teacher.  Perhaps it is for a minority of 
children, but Max is by no means the 
only boy in recent years to change my 
view to thinking that class teaching for 
too long perhaps retards emotional 
development.  Maybe the close and often 
intense 1:1 working relationship I have 
had over a period of with him has 
allowed me to notice changes not 
apparent when dealing with whole 
classes of children. 
 
The highlight of the “golden year” was 
probably Mozart’s Agnus Dei from Mass 
in C K317.  Most of us have a role 
model or hero in our life and the 
contribution of Allan Wicks to my 
formative years has already been 
mentioned.  A remarkable partnership 
between Wicks and one of his choristers, 
Andrew Lyle, in the far-off days of 

33rpm vinyl had produced a recording of 
this and several other pieces that literally 
haunted the depths of my mind.  Would I 
ever meet a boy with whom I could 
record my own version?  Max 
understandably sometimes asks me 
where he stands amongst the 1000 odd 
boys’ voices I have recorded (not all 
singing CD tracks I hasten to add).  The 
fact that I recorded this Agnus Dei with 
him must be his answer.  We selected it 
as his audition piece for the NYCOS 
National Boys Choir.  That event itself 
turned out to be a singular adventure.  
Peering into the night and February 
blizzard as we gingerly felt our way 
northwards through the Lune Gorge to 
get the train from Penrith will ensure that 
Agnus Dei K317 continues to haunt.  
But what a wonderful adventure we had 
when we finally made it to Edinburgh! 
 

 
 
With the new emotional maturity came 
also rapidly developing cognitive 
maturity.  Gone were the earlier times of 
simply listen to an older boy and copy. 
During Y7, we talked more and more 
about the technical aspects of singing. 
The conversations increasingly became 
two-way as Max began to articulate his 
understandings and opinions.  Several of 
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the Y7 recordings exemplify specific 
instances of where Max is aware of what 
part of the voice he is using and the 
effect it is having.  A good example of 
this is Britten’s The Ploughboy. Listen to 
the passage “when all my ayes are sold 
off, why then I’ll sell my nos” (nos as in 
opposite to ayes, not nose!).  After this 
came Aus alten Märchen from 
Schumann’s Dichterliebe, probably the 
most technically demanding piece Max 
attempted and, in that sense, the summit 
of the “golden year”.  I must register my 
gratitude here to Elvira Gregory for the 
German coaching.  This is the 
penultimate of sixteen songs in 
Schumann’s probably most famous song 
cycle, setting the poetry of Heine. The 
English translation is: 
 

The old fairy tales tell of a magic 
land where great flowers shine in 
the golden evening light, where 
trees speak and sing like a choir, and 
springs make music to dance to, and 
songs of love are sung such as you 
have never heard, till wondrous 
sweet longing infatuates you! Oh, 
could I only go there, and free my 
heart, and let go of all pain, and be 
blessed! Ah! I often see that land of 
joys in dreams: then comes the 
morning sun, and it vanishes like 
smoke. 
 

Scholars are divided with regard to the 
level of irony intended in this work. I 
was told, many years ago in an 
undergraduate music session, that when 
he reaches the line “Oh, could I only go 
there…” the singer is looking wistfully 
back upon a magical, lost world of 
childhood.  I am not a Heine scholar and 
cannot vouch for this, but the idea has 
stuck.  We therefore used an adult tenor 
(Kieran Fitzsimons) to perform this last, 
slower tempo part of the song.  We thus 
look backwards to a lost and 
unattainable world of magical childhood 
and forwards to an adult singing career.  
And there is another irony.  Can we 

predict what voice Max will have as an 
adult?  No!  This is not possible for any 
boy, though many would dearly love to 
know. 
 
Next came Blow the Wind Southerly 
when I asked Max to focus specifically 
on the lower register.  Why did I do this?  
For one thing, Kathleen Ferrier is forever 
associated in my mind with this piece.  
For another, puberty had clearly begun 
for Max by the age of 12:03.  I was 
anxious, perhaps overly impatient, to 
explore what might be the effects of this 
and what increased use of the M1 
register (“chest voice”) in the blend 
might do to the pure “treble” that had 
hitherto been the source of beauty in the 
voice.  The fact that Max was able to 
oblige with my request was evidence 
that he had both good understanding and 
good control of his own vocal technique.  
Whether or not it was the right request 
from a purely musical point of view is 
something I am still pondering.  
Scientifically, though, it has been a 
useful part of the story. 
 
We then went through a “baroque” 
phase, producing some Bach (Awake Us 
Lord) and some more Handel (How 
Beautiful). This was the time when I 
came fully to realise that Max had a 
thirst for knowledge of music history 
that was far from being satiated at 
school.  It was made worse by the fact 
that another boy with whom I was 
working and who Max knew quite well 
attended a school where music history 
was on the curriculum.  This inequality 
and “patchiness” of provision (both 
schools are state funded) is a defining 
feature of English state education.  I 
have always felt strongly about it, but to 
see the impact it was having upon a boy 
I knew so well added considerable fuel 
to my pent up frustration and anger.  We 
chose Awake Us Lord and Hasten from 
Cantata 22 mainly because Max did not 
know at the time who Bach was!  The 
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bust of Herr Grumpy Bach now watches 
over him sternly in the studio (Come on, 
what organist has not laboured fearfully 
under the gaze of that Haussmann 
portrait?)   I do what I can to develop 
Max’s knowledge of music history when 
I work with him.   
 

 
 
 
There are actually two recordings of 
Awake Us Lord on file.  The first is sung 
an octave below the soprano pitch for no 
reason other than that he was having an 
“off day” at the first attempt. Better to 
sing an octave lower than not at all, we 
decided.  This transposition took Max 
down to G3, which had been stable as 
the bottom of his range for some time.  
He was able to record it at soprano pitch, 
taking him to a frequent F5 without 
difficulty, a couple of weeks later.  
Effectively at this time (age 12:03) we 
had a two octave range of G3 – G5 to 
play with.  The most interesting 
observation on this occasion, though, 
was sociological rather than 
physiological.  As soon as he had 
listened to the lower octave playback, 
Max insisted on leaving the room to 
summon his mother for a listen.  This 
was the only time he has ever done this 
and it spoke volumes about the 

ambivalence to vocal identity that was 
developing.  He was obviously thrilled to 
be “sounding like a man” and 
presumably wanting to show off this 
new “manliness” to his mother.  For 
months after that occasion he vacillated 
between sorrow at the possible end of 
singing treble and something between 
fascination and excitement at the 
dawning possibilities of other voices. 
 
How Beautiful Are the Feet from the 
Messiah was recorded a month later at 
age 12:04.  It has a clearly soprano 
tessitura, almost all above G4 and 
frequently reaching the high G5.  It was 
to be the last time Max was to sing like 
this in a voice that could sustain 
comfortably such pitches without 
falsetto. The recording went well and 
Max seemed to manage the high notes 
without tension, posture disturbance or 
strain.  The statement “without falsetto” 
might be contested by some.  I have yet 
to conduct a fully exhaustive analysis, 
but I do have a later recording of Max 
singing at pitches between C5 and G5 in 
falsetto and it is immediately discernable 
as such by the distortion in vowel sounds 
that occurs.  It is a completely different 
voice.  I also have on record the time 
when I believe that Max did first break 
into the falsetto described by John 
Cooksey as a feature of his Stage III, the 
“high mutation and midvoice II 
classification”.  Whatever the provable 
facts turn out to be, I have written 
elsewhere about the importance of 
closely monitoring any singing boy’s 
voice from the twelfth birthday onwards.  
It may be difficult for a busy conductor 
to find the time to do this, but it should 
be a priority if proper attention to voice 
care and child welfare is to feature as 
part of a choir’s work.  This is one 
reason why the better choirs now employ 
singing teachers and voice coaches. 
 

~ * * * * * *~ 
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The final months 
 
Handel and Schumann are not 
everybody’s cup of tea, though musical 
tastes in the digital age are probably 
more eclectic than at any time in the 
past.  I had it in mind that potential 
listeners to Monday Afternoons might 
appreciate another piece outside the 
standard “classical” repertoire.  I thought 
it also important that Max should 
continue to sing in a variety of different 
styles.  I came across the Sarah 
McLachlan song I Will Remember You 
when it was sung at an Edge Hill 
University graduation day.  I rather liked 
it and thought it an appropriate choice 
for that occasion.  The plan formed in 
my mind for a tear-jerking farewell track 
on the album!  I hate the word “pop” and 
I personally think it demeans this 
beautiful song to call it “pop”.  Ballad 
would be a better word. Nevertheless 
McLachlan’s output is listed on most 
sites as “pop” / “rock”.  Whatever the 
genre, it is one that many imitators 
would attempt in the speaking voice 
register or “chest voice”.  How would a 
boy, experienced and trained in the use 
of the whole singing voice attempt it? 
 
I left it totally up to Max.  Singing 
entirely unaccompanied, he formed an 
intimate bond with the microphone and 
produced an emotionally charged 
rendition that could never have emanated 
from a throat that sang only in the 
speaking register.  It did not sound 
immediately arresting whilst he did it – 
and I seem to recall his attitude at the 
time was somewhere between 
nonchalant and what he terms as “meh”.  
Listening afterwards, though, I realised 
we had something rather special.  I spent 
a very long time figuring out an 
accompaniment! 
 
As it has turned out, I Will Remember 
You is not the last track on the album.  
We have managed to include one or two 

more songs that have tracked Max’s 
progress since we decided that the 
“golden year” was over.  Wonderful as 
the “golden year” of a treble is, what 
happens after it is in some ways more 
fascinating from a scientific point of 
view.  Fortunately we now live in an age 
where the emphasis is on keeping boys 
singing.  It is no mean challenge to do 
this in a way that combines good voice 
use with sustaining musical interest.  
What can be a achieved by a good, 
twelve year old treble is a hard act to 
follow.  Before we consider the last two 
pieces on the album I would crave one 
more diversion.  It is a very important 
diversion if the treble story is to be well 
understood. 
 

 
 
 
Why had I been so keen for Max to sing 
with NYCOS?  For one reason, the 
National Boys Choir of the National 
Youth Choir of Scotland is, in my view, 
one of the best boys’ choirs in the UK, if 
not the best!  Its director, Christopher 
Bell, is singularly gifted in the role and I 
wanted Max to experience a top-notch 
conductor.  There are also important 
technical reasons though. As with any 
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large, well run boys’ choir, there is a 
team of vocal experts who assess the 
boys carefully and, in consultation with 
the conductors, ensure that they are 
allocated to a voice part that is suitable 
for their stage of physical development.  
Max is seen wearing a blue shirt in his 
CD portrait.  There is a reason for this.  
There are three shirt colours in the 
National Boys Choir.  “White Shirts” are 
the youngest and least experienced boys 
with unchanged voices (they’re still 
pretty good for that!)  “Blue Shirts” are 
the main choir and consist of boys with 
unchanged or early change voices who 
sing either Treble I, Treble II or Treble 
III/alto.  “Black Shirts” is the section for 
boys (young men if you prefer) in late 
change or change completion who 
obviously sing the lower parts.  
 

 
 
This is in marked contrast to the 
situation in some English ecclesiastical 
choirs where young men who would be 
Black Shirts in NYCOS can be found in 
rather too many cases still on the 
soprano line – a feat that is possible only 
by the use of an untutored falsetto voice 
that horrifies every good singing teacher 
I know. How has the situation come 
about?  It is something that needs to be 
more generally understood, so I will 
explain.  Since at least the nineteenth 
century in England, there has been a 
tradition that boys sing the soprano 
(called “treble”) line whilst adult men 
sing the alto, tenor and bass lines.  
Obviously there comes a time when a 
boy’s voice has changed to the extent 

that he can no longer sing “treble”, even 
in falsetto.  The belief that when this 
happens, the voice has suddenly 
“broken” has been remarkably persistent.  
Persistent it may be, but correct or 
desirable it certainly is not. 
 
Scientifically, it is entirely erroneous as 
Monday Afternoons has set out to 
illustrate.  It is also undesirable because 
if a boy is made to leave a choir when it 
is thought that his voice has “broken” he 
may not come back,  -not at all, to any 
choir. There are many male adults who 
were once choirboys but who have never 
sung again for precisely this reason. This 
danger is exacerbated by another piece 
of popular misinformation once in 
circulation, that the “broken” voice 
should be “rested” for some years before 
the singing career can be resumed.  The 
best English cathedral choirs now 
employ a suitably knowledgeable vocal 
tutor who works alongside the conductor 
and a well-informed professional 
decision about when a boy should cease 
singing “treble” is made collaboratively.  
Often, the boy is able to progress to a 
youth choir run by the cathedral, so does 
not experience a complete break in his 
singing.  There is also a good supply of 
younger boys so that older boys can be 
readily replaced, thus maintaining an 
optimum balance of sixteen to eighteen 
boy trebles against twelve or so adult 
men. 
 
Unfortunately, such best practice is by 
no means universal.  All sorts of abuses 
take place, either out of ignorance or 
perhaps simply because younger boys 
are so difficult to recruit that older boys 
are kept as “trebles” for too long in a 
misguided attempt to bolster the 
numbers.  My own view is that any 
children’s choir, boys’, girls’ or mixed, 
should function with the best interests of 
the child as its guiding ethic.  These 
include proper voice care, well-informed 
singing tuition and a good musical 
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education.  If beautiful performances are 
the result of these objectives (and they 
usually are) they are a desirable by-
product. During his “golden year” Max 
sang with several other choirs, all of 
which in their various ways were based 
upon the best interests ethic. The RSCM 
Northern Cathedral Singers sings a 
monthly choral evensong at different 
cathedrals across the region.  A little 
unusually, Max was auditioned as an 
individual singer in his own right.  He 
sung during the year at Peterborough, 
York Minster, Durham, Blackburn, 
Liverpool and Chester cathedrals, 
distinguishing himself with the verse and 
solo work for Daniel Purcell in E minor 
at Blackburn. 
 
The 90 odd strong Cambiata North West, 
based in Blackburn, exists for boys who 
are undergoing voice change.  Its 
repertoire is rather different!   Although 
Max sang treble with the choir during 
Y7, it will be during the remainder of his 
time in Y8 and then Y9 that the 
opportunity to keep singing during the 
most turbulent time of voice change will 
be really important and this choir will 
come into its own.  How we will manage 
his cambiata stages and what he will sing 
is a chapter waiting to be written.  For 
the on-going scientific study, these are 
really important questions.  Nothing, 
though, will be quite like the now gone-
for-ever pure treble voice, the joy of a 
boy’s blossoming musicianship and 
sharing the wonder of a boy’s discovery 
of great music. The “golden year” truly 
was “golden” and it really was only a 
year. Max rounded the school year off 
with the Morland Choristers Camp.  This 
unique event is held under canvas and 
the summer of 2015 will be remembered 
for its rain.  Serious, heavy, relentless 
rain!  Max won an award for his 
performance as an elephant in the camp 
musical, but then a week of wet sleeping 
bag took its toll and he lost his voice.  
The result was the curious sight of a 

treble sized boy in the back row at 
Durham Cathedral for the RSCM course.  
Apparently, though, he taught the tenors 
a thing or two! 
 
Last of all Max and his friend Cameron 
Aveyard, another good treble and 
longitudinal study subject, appeared as 
soloists with an adult choir. This was 
something of an experiment driven 
mainly by my concern that Max should 
perform some of his repertoire in a live 
concert.  The Fitzsimons choir gave a 
suitable concert in the glorious and 
isolated setting of Brinkburn Priory and 
sang the Sunday services at Newcastle 
Cathedral where Max took the solos of 
the Darke in F communion service.  
During the concert the two boys together 
sang the treble duet of Greene’s Lord Let 
Me Know Mine End.  This was a slightly 
tongue in cheek choice on my part!  I 
had previously recorded this piece as a 
demonstration “swan song” for two 
“dying” choristers – Joey Howard of 
York Minster and Owain Park of St 
Mary Redcliffe (both alive, well and 
prospering today I am happy to say!).  
To the words “that I may be certified 
how long I have to live” add “as a 
treble”! 
 

 
 
The answer to this prayer came as “not 
much longer”.  The top treble notes 
returned briefly in September and Max 
managed the well-known solo from 
Ireland’s Greater Love for the RSCM in 
Chester Cathedral.  But he was now 
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subject to on and off days.  Sometimes 
the top notes were there, sometimes not.  
This is a well-known characteristic and 
tell-tale sign of a changing voice and it 
came for Max absolutely bang on time to 
be average.  I made the decision that we 
would not go above a clear passagio 
point of C5-D5 during Y8.  I did not 
want Max in falsetto at this stage.  The 
Monday Afternoons CD could have 
ended with the August studio session.  
Indeed, my original intention had been to 
include I Will Remember You as the last 
track.  The voice, though, was still very 
usable in the G3 – C5 range and the 
scientific work was set to continue for 
some time to come.  We recorded an 
arrangement I created of The Rose. 
Cambiata North West had performed 
another version of it the previous year 
and it had made at least one of the boys 
cry (don’t tell anyone, boys aren’t 
supposed to show emotion!).  I was up 
for tear-jerkers at the end of the CD! 
 
Another NYCOS audition loomed. Max 
needed to be prepared for this and to be 
ready to demonstrate exactly where his 
voice was to a discriminating assessor.  
We chose an alto aria from the Messiah, 
He Shall feed his Flocks. The version on 
the CD is in the key of F major and has 
the range of an octave from C4 to C5.  
This is nowhere near the bottom of the 
alto range and well within what was 
Max’s comfortable range at the time. 
There is no reason a boy cannot sing alto 
at any time before his voice changes.  It 
is just that the soprano solos are more, 
let’s say, “glamorous” and what are 
expected of a “treble”.  The time will 
come though when the top notes of the 
range have gone but the bottom is still 
there.  This can be a short-lived window 
of opportunity for particularly good boy 

alto tone.  It must be clearly understood 
that, though the voice is changing, it has 
not changed.  The whole point of going 
into the alto range at this time is to avoid 
falsetto, not use it.  The biggest and most 
significant changes are still to come.  
Only when these are well past should a 
young man consider learning a proper 
falsetto technique if he has ambitions to 
become a counter-tenor. 
 
Thus ends the Monday Afternoons CD.  
The story, though, has a postscript.  The 
third stage of voice change is when a 
boy becomes capable of falsetto for the 
first time.  This is a result of maturation 
of the vocal ligament.  Max hadn’t quite 
got there when we recorded He Shall 
Feed his Flocks.  A month later, he had!  
We recorded Holst’s In the Bleak 
Midwinter (should have been wet rather 
than bleak) in a falsetto soprano.  Then 
we recorded it twice more, down a 4th in 
C and then down a 5th in Bb, both in 
Max’s full voice.  The version in Bb was 
the most successful and undoubtedly 
sounded the best.  Max liked it but 
preferred the falsetto soprano because it 
was easier!  Yes, the next chapter has 
begun! 
 
 

 
 


