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John Milford Rutter is an internationally renowned composer whose contribution, 

principally to the world of choral music, has made him a household name in many 

countries of the world. Born in 1945, he received his first education as a chorister at 

Highgate School where he was a fellow pupil with another eminent English 

composer, John Tavener. He then read music at Clare College, Cambridge where he 

was a member of the college choir. After a brief period teaching at the University of 

Southampton, he later served as Director of Music at Clare from 1975 to 1979 and 

led the choir to international prominence with acclaimed recordings. After leaving 

Clare in 1979, he founded his own choir, the Cambridge Singers, in 1981, which he 

personally directs and with whom he has made many recordings of mainly European 

sacred and secular choral repertoire including his own works. Many of these 

recordings have been made under his own Collegium label. He is an honorary fellow 

of Westminster Choir College, Princeton, USA, a Fellow of the Guild of Church 

Musicians and he holds a Lambeth Doctorate of Music in recognition of his 

contribution to church music in Britain and abroad. As a composer of church music, 

he has received many commissions for large-scale and miniature works for festivals, 

ceremonial occasions and important liturgical events. This recently included a setting 

of Psalm 150 for the Queen’s Golden Jubilee at St Paul’s Cathedral in 2002, the 

Mass of the Children, a major work for adult and children's choir, soloists, and 

orchestra, premièred in New York's Carnegie Hall in 2003, and a commission for the 

wedding of the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge sung at Westminster Abbey in 

2011. He is often called upon to conduct orchestras and choirs at home and abroad 

and he is often much in demand to talk about and perform his own music. Indeed, 

this year you are to visit Greece and Latvia to direct performances of your 

Magnificat, Te Deum, Gloria and Requiem.  

 

In 2010 Durham University was indeed fortunate and delighted to receive the entire 

archive of the eminent church musician, Sir John Stainer, who was a key figure in 

British choral music of the nineteenth century and on whom Durham conferred two 

honorary degrees. He wrote much church music, had a particular interest in 
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Christmas carols and was a fine scholar to boot. The parallel, if I may be so bold, 

with John Rutter, is a close one. His choral music, like that of Stainer, is beautifully 

and most professionally crafted, and possesses a feeling for melody, counterpoint 

and imaginative harmony which appeals both to the professional and amateur choir; 

and therein lies its genius. In fact a close study of Rutter’s many vocal compositions, 

which share a special affinity with the British choral tradition of Stainer, Parry, 

Stanford, Elgar, Holst, Vaughan Williams, Howells and Britten, subtly entwined with 

an eclectic sympathy for the sound world of late-nineteenth- and twentieth-century 

French music, pays ample dividends to the student of choral music, not only in how 

to understand the practical possibilities of the choral idiom, but also in how to find 

that essential, appropriate musical gesture to allow a text to speak in more than pure 

words.  

 

John Rutter, like Stainer, has also shared a lifelong love of Christmas carols. Indeed, 

it was through his many arrangements, now ubiquitous during the month of 

December, that he achieved his initial fame. The numerous volumes he edited with 

Sir David Willcocks occupy the shelves of every cathedral, church and school choir 

in this country and many others besides. ‘The Sans Day Carol’ and ‘Quem pastores’ 

are among the most memorable he has made, and the clever pastiches of the 

Handelian ‘Joy to the World’ the medieval ‘Personent Hodie’ and folk-American ‘Go 

tell it on the mountain’ show a deep understanding of musical history which are 

vividly illustrated, like his highly entertaining arrangement of ‘The Twelve Days of 

Christmas’, by his colourful orchestrations. In addition to these eminently 

recognisable arrangements are his own original carols which, as festive classics, 

explore a wide range of emotional worlds from the elation of the ‘Shepherd’s Pipe 

Carol’ to the affecting pathos of ‘Dormi Jesu’ and ‘What sweeter music’. To this 

extensive list one must also add an impressive inventory of other sacred 

compositions and an expanding catalogue of secular works which includes 

orchestral music, two children’s operas and music for television.  

 

Finally, if I may indulge the comparison with Stainer one last time, John Rutter’s 

scholarly credentials are abundantly evident in the series of editions he has 

produced ranging from Allegri’s famous Miserere, the 1893 version of Fauré’s 

Requiem, and Herbert Howells’s First Piano Concerto. To this one can add his 
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volumes of Oxford Choral Classics, Opera Choruses, and European Sacred Music 

as well as the first volume of English Church Music of which he is series editor. 

 

This versatility, as a composer, arranger, editor, conductor and record producer, 

speaks volumes of John Rutter the consummate musician.  

 

Chancellor, I present John Milford Rutter to receive the degree of Doctor of Music, 

honoris causa.  
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