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It is a great honour and a privilege to present James Lancelot today for the conferral 

of the degree of Doctor of Music honoris causa. James Lancelot is one of the 

outstanding organists, choir masters and church musicians of his generation. He was 

the youngest person ever to be appointed as organ scholar of King’s College, 

Cambridge (at the tender age of sixteen), and was also the youngest candidate in his 

year to be awarded a Fellowship of the Royal College of Organists. Having studied 

with Ralph Downes, Gillian Weir and Nicholas Danby, he became sub-organist of 

Winchester Cathedral, before taking up the position of Organist and Master of the 

Choristers at Durham Cathedral in 1985, where he is also a Lay Canon. 

 

In a recent conversation with James, he explained to me that his aspiration in these 

roles has been ‘to make music that matches the architecture of the cathedral’. 

Bearing in mind that the cathedral in question is Durham, one of the greatest 

masterpieces of medieval religious architecture in Europe, one can readily 

appreciate the scale of ambition that underlies this remark. Yet it is James’s signal 

achievement to have for nearly three decades made music in this great building 

which has perfectly reflected its grandeur, beauty and refinement. In this time, he 

has consolidated Durham’s reputation as one of the World’s leading centres for 

choral performance, as well as attaining an international reputation as an organist 

and recitalist. The choir he has built is known across the World, through broadcasts, 

recordings and DVDs. He has both honed and expanded this ensemble, introducing 

a group of female choristers for the first time in 2009, and creating a second, adult 

choir – the Consort of Singers – which he has also raised to an impressive standard. 

 

In any walk of musical life, excellence entails surmounting prodigious technical and 

practical complexities. But the field in which James excels makes demands on its 

practitioners that are without meaningful comparison in the profession, requiring 

virtuosic mastery of perhaps the most complex of musical instruments, as well as 

expertise as an improviser and a conductor of choirs and orchestras, an exceptional 

degree of musicianship and knowledge of harmony and counterpoint, and the ability 
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to interpret repertoire from the daily liturgy to Brahms’s German Requiem, Bach’s B 

minor Mass or Messiaen’s L’Ascension.  

 

In all of these areas, James’s attainment is formidable. The extent of his range and 

refinement as an organist is amply demonstrated by his discography, which spans 

the gamut of the instrument’s repertoire, from Mendelssohn’s organ sonatas to 

Messiaen’s La Nativité du Seigneur. His achievement is nowhere more impressive 

than in his performances of the organ symphonies of Louis Vierne, one of the 

summits of the organist’s repertoire.  

 

James’s tenure at Durham has also been distinguished by an impressive willingness 

to embrace new or unfamiliar repertoire. He has produced seminal recordings of less 

well-known British music, including the complete organ music of Parry, and 

Stanford’s morning and evening canticles and offices for Holy Communion. 

Simultaneously, he has maintained a steady enthusiasm for commissioning new 

works. In 2012, the Cathedral Choir recorded James Macmillan’s Missa Dunelmi; 

last year alone, the choir commissioned seven new compositions; their latest DVD 

includes performances of new commissioned pieces by Michael Berkeley and John 

Casken. 

 

In all of this, James has maintained a close and immensely productive musical 

relationship with the University. For more than twenty-five years he held the 

conductorship of the University Choral Society, introducing a generation of students 

to the experience of performing the Western choral repertoire. The Music 

Department has also benefited from his pedagogical gifts as a teacher of fugal 

counterpoint, and from his skilled mentoring of its aspiring singers. 

 

The high esteem in which James is held in the musical world is attested by the 

honours it has bestowed upon him, which include honorary fellowships of the Royal 

School of Church Music and the Guild of Church Musicians. He is moreover a 

scholar of his instrument – evidenced in the authorship, with Richard Hird, of a study 

of the organs of Durham Cathedral – and his stature within the profession is attested 

by his appointment as President of the Incorporated Association of Organists. It is 
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entirely fitting that Durham University should honour this great musician with the 

degree of Doctor of Music.  

 

Vice-Chancellor, I present James Bennett Lancelot to receive the degree of Doctor 

of Music honoris causa. 
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