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Gillian Constance Weir is one of the world's most acclaimed organ virtuosi and must 

be regarded as one of the organ's most brilliant exponents in modern times.  Born in 

Wanganui, New Zealand, in January 1941, she showed early promise as a pianist, 

becoming joint winner of the Auckland Star Competition in 1960.    After winning an 

Associated Board Scholarship to the Royal College of Music in London, she studied 

the piano with the concert pianist Cyril Smith, and the organ, an instrument to which 

she had been introduced relatively late, under Ralph Downes.  Two years after 

entering the RCM in 1962, she was persuaded to enter the St Alban's International 

Organ Competition.  Despite her initial reluctance to take part, she dazzled the St 

Alban's jury of Marie-Claire Alain, Anton Heiller, Piet Kee and Luigi Tagliavini with a 

performance of Olivier Messiaen's Combat de la Mort et de la Vie, music which at 

that time was little known outside the borders of France.  Her career as a virtuoso 

organist was launched, as moreover was her association with the music 

of Messiaen, for which she would become famous.  While still a student, she made 

her début both in a solo recital at the Royal Festival Hall and as soloist in Poulenc's 

organ concerto at the Royal Albert Hall on the Opening Night of the London 

Promenade Concerts, in the 1965 season.  It was, on the face of it, a daunting feat, 

not least to play under the baton of Sir Malcolm Sargent in a televised performance, 

but the occasions were both triumphs.  In the years immediately following, her 

catholic and ambitious choice of repertoire, combined with a glittering technique, 

consummate musicianship and scholarly approach, meant that she was in constant 

demand as a recitalist and concerto soloist, both as organist and also harpsichordist.  

 

Abroad, her international status as a concert organist burgeoned, first marked, in 

1967, by an extended tour of the United States and Canada.  Indeed, no year has 

passed since then when she has not been abroad as an exceptional ambassador for 

this country, giving recitals, participating in international music festivals and 

appearing with leading orchestras in North America, Europe, Asia and Australasia. 

 In Britain, her recitals in cathedrals ( on many occasions in this  august building),  in 

churches, town halls and concert halls - which include 49 appearances at London's 
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South Bank Centre - contribute to the several thousand she has given, and have 

been delivered with charisma, and, if I may be so bold, a compelling glamour. 

 

An examination of her programmes reveals an extraordinary range of music and 

styles from J. S. Bach, Couperin, Mozart, Mendelssohn, Liszt,  Ives, Elgar, Parry, 

and Franck and all the French school;   and in this regard her championship of the 

organ works of Messiaen, which she has recorded to great acclaim and with which 

she is so closely identified, was accentuated by her highly praised series of the 

complete oeuvre at Westminster Cathedral in 1998, which marked the 90th 

anniversary of the composer's birth and which won the prestigious Evening Standard 

Solo Performer's Award.   Her list of appearances with orchestra reinforces the 

sense of catholicity and versatility:  besides the 18th-century concerto repertoire of 

Handel, C. P. E. Bach, Haydn and others, she has performed in 19th-century works 

by the Guilmant and Rheinberger school,  while the 20th-century reveals a long list 

of virtuoso works by Hindemith, Dupré and Jongen and a desire to advance modern 

British music by championing such composers as John McCabe, Robin Holloway, 

Kenneth Leighton, Arthur Butterworth and Michael Berkeley.  Her many premières 

have included two concertos by Peter Racine Fricker, one commissioned by the BBC 

for the Silver Jubilee celebrations of the Royal Festival Hall and the other under the 

aegis of the Royal Philharmonic Society, again for the Royal Festival Hall;   as well 

as William Mathias's organ concerto, another BBC commission, written for her to 

play at the Proms.  

 

The accolades she has received in her long, illustrious performing career bear 

witness to her outstanding musicianship and integrity.  In 1989 she was made CBE 

for services to music, and in 1992, President of the Incorporated Society of 

Musicians.  This was followed in 1994 by her appointment as President of the Royal 

College of Organists, the first woman to fill that role; and two years later she was 

created Dame Commander.  These are but a few of the many honours bestowed on 

her.   Dame Gillian's exceptional artistry was marked in 1999 by the re-issue on CD 

of her series of early recordings, and her nomination by Classic CD magazine as one 

of the 100 Greatest Players of the Century  and by the Sunday Times as one of the 

1000 Music Makers of the Millennium.  In 1989 she presented a six-part television 

series, The King of Instruments, for the BBC, attracting weekly audiences of two 
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million, and in December 2000 ITV's South Bank Show chronicled her worldwide 

activities as performer, teacher and recording artist in a celebrated documentary. 

After a career of 48 years, she decided to retire from performing in December 2012, 

 and to focus on other musical activities.  The occasion was marked by a sold-out 

Farewell recital at Westminster Cathedral,  after which Ivan Hewett wrote in the Daily 

Telegraph  'There's no organist in the world quite so starry and honoured as Gillian 

Weir', and John Allison in the Sunday Telegraph: 'The organ world will never be the 

same again'.   Dame Gillian's tireless promotion of the organ as a concert instrument 

has enthused many young players, through her example not only as a performer but 

also as a teacher, scholar and author.  Among her list of illustrious pupils are 

Thomas Trotter, John Scott, Francis Grier, David Hill, Ivor Bolton and our own James 

Lancelot.  

 

It is a matter of great pride to the city and University of Durham that Dame Gillian 

has made her home here and that she has given so generously to the instruction of 

our own organ students as well as to concerts and recitals within the University.  I 

am sure we all hope that this close association may continue to flourish.  

 

Chancellor, I present to you Gillian Constance Weir to receive the degree of Doctor 

of Music, honoris causa. 
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