
A History of Eastern Early Music Forum

EEMF cannot claim to be the earliest of the regional fora to be founded, having been
beaten to that by NWEMF and SWEMF. However, the origins can be traced back to an
inaugural meeting at the Colchester Institute in June 1981, where Dr Peter Holman, then
Senior Lecturer at the Institute, and John Wellingham of Dartington College were the
speakers. A recorder player called Andrea Maltster (Kirkby)  seems to have been the
meeting’s convenor. One gets the impression that this meeting consisted of “milling
around and drinking of coffee and the odd bit of music making” to quote one well-
known member. But later developments are easier to trace. Peter Holman then left to
work in USA and management of the embryonic forum passed into the hands of various
local musicians, many of them active or former professionals, teachers or instrument
makers,  including  Alison  and  the  late  Michael  Bagenal,  Alan  Turner  (harpsichord
maker,  also deceased),  the late  Marjorie  Harmer  (viol  player  and cellist),  and Anne
Jordan (wife of Brian, renowned music retailer of Cambridge).

David Skinner leads polyphony at Sidney Sussex, Cambridge

After about a year there was a crisis because of other commitments, and because of
the geography of our large area, but a reorganisation saw things moving again.  The
register of members then stood at about 60. Committee offices changed hands often;
publisher and musicologist Clifford Bartlett came on board early,  as did wind player
Stephen Cassidy. There was always an intention to produce a quarterly newsletter, and
some of the early editions contained quite learned articles, as well as extensive diaries
of concerts in East Anglia. It reached epic proportions under editor Ann Elliott, who,
with Marjorie Harmer,  has kindly provided much of the information on which these
notes  are  based.  In  the  early  days  forum  activities  naturally  concentrated  on  viol
consorts and a string orchestra, as these were the skills of the committee, and there was
also the occasional early wind workshop. It’s interesting to note that there was a musical
picnic and playing day at Thetford for which the entry fee was 75p a head! There wasn’t
much for singers at the start, but that has been more than adequately compensated for in
recent years, as described below. One name that looms large in the early list of tutors is
that of Philip Thorby, of whom more anon. Members recall with pleasure the New Year
Meetings  near  Beccles  in  Philip’s  Old  School  House and,  later  on,  his  Elizabethan
Mansion, Roos Hall, and the wonderful cooking feasts (the Epiphany Party, intended to
relieve  any  post-Christmas  dullness)  organised  by  Jennie  Cassidy  and  friends.  



At this point it’s worth mentioning that detailed information about the early days of
EEMF is scarce and hard to come by.  Memories have faded, certain key people are
sadly no longer with us, and if an archive was ever kept it seems to have been mislaid.
The internet was not yet available, social media likewise, and mobile phones had not
been invented. 

 Philip Thorby tutors one of two weekends on Caccini’s opera Ruggiero, performed at 
Westleton church, Suffolk

Other reminiscences of the period include Belinda Hambling Boulton’s workshops
(eastern European and middle-eastern yodelling) and Robert Hollingworth’s workshops
which attracted high praise. Andrew Lawrence-King taught members how to begin and
end a passage together  without a conductor,  at  the Mexican workshop. Steve Player
taught the steps and meaning of a pavane one year  at  Rushmere,  and, with Andrew
Lawrence-King, how important it is for musicians to understand the dances which are
so much part of music up to the Baroque. 

John Milson takes a workshop on singing from facsimilie in the stunning chapel of
Fitzwilliam College, Cambridge



A great  expansion of membership  took place over  the three-and-a-half  decades  of
EEMF’s existence, such that the register of members now stands at about 230. This has
led to a considerable extension in the range of activities, much of which is due to the
indefatigable  Selene  Mills,  an  arts  administrator  with  an  extremely  wide  circle  of
contacts who organised annual events for many years. One significant move was the
opening up of the Epiphany Party, which still takes place annually in Beccles, Suffolk,
and could be called EEMF’s flagship event. It is a day for players of all renaissance
wind instruments and singers, with organ continuo, at which the polychoral works of
major and minor renaissance or early baroque composers such as Palestrina, Heinrich
Schütz, Michael Praetorius, Gabrieli, Benevoli and Marenzio are given a good outing
under the authoritative direction of the implacable tutor Philip Thorby, whose immense
knowledge,  drive and enthusiasm for this  period are now legendary in  Early Music
circles at home and abroad. An important additional feature of the Party is the delicious
lunch prepared in part to recipes of the period by Jennie Cassidy, who with husband
Stephen undertook all  the organisation  for many years,  but  who now gratefully  has
culinary assistance from the membership in general. 

Another important annual event in the 1990s and 2000s was the series of liturgical
weekends  in  Cambridge  directed  by  Michael  Procter,  an  expert  in  renaissance
polyphony, who used his own beautifully produced editions. These weekends always
attracted a large crowd of a cappella singers desirous of spending a Saturday exploring
some of the choral masterworks of the sixteenth century and at the same time preparing
a Mass for liturgical performance in a local church (usually St Giles’) on the Sunday
morning, followed by a convivial lunch. These were managed by Selene Mills for many
years,  until  the  above-mentioned  Belinda  took  over  and  found  herself  acting  as
Michael’s  hostess!  Another  regular  organiser  of  similar  events  was  the  late  Mavis
Brown, of Hook End, near Brentwood. 

Amit Tiefenbrunn (viola da gamba) with Dan Tidhar in a masterclass/workshop

In addition to this, a number of themes have been explored by the forum in the 21st
century.  There  have  been  workshops  on  Spanish  and  Mexican  music  and  dance
(Andrew Lawrence-King and Steve Player), opera weekends such as La Dafne, L’Orfeo
and  Ruggiero  (Philip  Thorby),  music  for  recorders  and  viols  (Margaret  Westlake),
medieval and traditional song (Belinda Sykes), solo and group singing masterclasses in



Cambridge and Ipswich (John Potter and Richard Wistreich), Monteverdi’s Vespers of
1610 in Norwich (Philip  Thorby),  a klezmer  day (Ilana Cravitz  and friends),  a viol
masterclass  (Amit  Tiefenbrunn),  a  choral  workshop on Lalande  (Jeffrey  Skidmore),
workshops on Bach and Charpentier in Suffolk (Peter Leech), renaissance polyphony
singing days (David Skinner and David Allinson), a Victoria workshop (Roger Wilkes),
medieval  music  (Jon  Banks  and  Belinda  Sykes),  weekends  on  Biber’s  Missa
Bruxellensis and Monteverdi’s Selva Morale e Spirituale (Philip Thorby), a new focus
on singing from facsimile (John Milsom), some small-scale events (Francis Knights,
Dan Tidhar) and other events too numerous to mention. A full list can be found on the
EEMF website’s Events page. 

Philip Thorby commands our attention at the Epiphany Party in Beccles

Obviously  the  choice  of  events  depends  on  many  factors  such  as  willingness  of
someone to organise the event, finding a suitable date and venue, and availability of a
good tutor charging an affordable fee. Fortunately in the latter case there is no shortage
at all! Unlike some fora we haven’t held many untutored events, but who knows, that
could change. 

Particularly worthy of mention is the series of baroque choral/orchestral workshops
taken  by  Peter  Holman  MBE,  usually  at  the  converted  Baptist  chapel  that  is  the
charming  home  of  our  member  Michael  Taylor  (warmest  thanks  to  him  for  his
hospitality) in the village of Elsworth near Cambridge. This event which lasted from the
1990s to the 2010s drew together people from all over the country for a day of cantatas,
odes,  operas  or  oratorios,  often  by  Purcell,  Handel,  Draghi,  or  Arne.  This  series
continued for many years as it was a day where old friends were reunited in a special
musical atmosphere. Visiting tutors included Catherine Mackintosh, Paul Goodwin and
Gary Cooper. Eventually people began to prefer a larger, more urban location for these
workshops, so the EEMF meetings there tailed off, but Peter Holman still  continues
with this strand in those other venues. 

For many years we have organised joint workshops with Thames Valley Early Music
Forum at various venues such as Waltham Abbey, Essex (Philip Thorby again!) and we
usually lend some assistance to TVEMF in recruiting new members at the Early Music



Exhibition held every November in London. Indeed we are accustomed to seeing many
members  of TVEMF and other fora at  our workshops, and we are grateful for their
support and hope they enjoy what’s on offer. 

Peter Holman directs a day on Biber’s Requiem at St Mark’s College, Audley End

We  have  also  been  glad  to  provide  some  financial  support  for  Cambridge  Early
Music’s Summer Schools (another of Selene’s enterprises) in order to provide bursaries
for young ‘rising stars’ who may not otherwise be able to take advantage of the tuition
on offer there. 

We continue to maintain an actively updated website www.eemf.org.uk with details of
our own activities, free adverts for Early Music concerts in East Anglia, a list of courses
both locally and further afield, a set of interesting links, and a gallery page. Anyone
wishing to post details on the site should email webmaster@eemf.org.uk. 

Monteverdi’s Vespers of 1640, a weekend with Philip Thorby at Thaxted parish church
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What of the future? We face uncertainties due to three blows which landed in a period
of four years: firstly the retirement as Chairman of Clifford Bartlett due to illness and
his subsequent  tragic  death which has left  many early musicians  feeling bereft  of a
friend, guide and helper. Clifford was succeeded by Francis Knights, former Director of
Music at Fitzwilliam College, Cambridge. We are lucky to have Francis on board as his
background  in  Early  Music  as  a  teacher,  performer  and  organiser  is  long  and
distinguished. Peter Holman has been appointed Patron. Secondly, in 2014 the sad death
took place  of  long-serving Membership  Secretary Selene  Webb (Selene  Mills)  after
many years of illness which she strove bravely to overcome, and we mean to set up a
permanent  memorial  to  her.  Thirdly,  Paul  Williams,  our  loyal  and  professional
Treasurer, decided to retire after many years’ immaculate service. 

New recruits  to  the  committee  and reallocation  of  responsibilities  have  therefore
been needed,  but the committee average age has not gone down, and new blood is
needed. Furthermore, our hardworking Secretary Ellen Sarewitz gave way to an urge to
relocate to a less flat part of the country, but is determined to continue to organise large-
scale events for EEMF remotely. Attendances at events are holding up well, and there is
a perennially healthy bank balance, although there is a bias towards holding many of the
events in the west of the region where most active members live. The committee is
endeavouring to maintain a full programme of attractive workshops and to provide a
good service to the Early Music world of our area, but volunteers to help organise are
urgently needed! 

The  author  of  this  account,  who  joined  the  forum  in  1999,  thanks  the  various
contributors  for  their  reminiscences,  and he  apologises  for  any significant  errors  or
omissions on his part, details of which should be sent to the undersigned on: 
webmaster@eemf.org.uk.

Robert Johnson November 2019

An earlier, shorter version of this article appeared in the NEMA Early Music Yearbook 
2010.
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