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Jean Langlais was born in the Brittany town of La 
Fontenelle, Ille-et-Vilaine, in February 1907. His family 
were very poor; his father was a quarry worker and his 

mother a dressmaker. Langlais went blind from glaucoma at 
the age of two, but despite this handicap, became one of the 
most respected organists and composers of the 20th century. 
It was as a result of his blindness that he rose out of poverty 
and was able to develop his musical gifts – had he remained 
sighted, it is likely that he would have become a quarryman 
like his father. Thanks to a good-hearted relative, however, he 
was sent to Paris at the age of 10 and studied piano, violin, 
composition and organ firstly at the National Institute for the 
Young Blind and then subsequently at the Conservatoire de 
Musique. He was awarded first prize at the Conservatoire in 
Marcel Dupré’s class of 1930, and a composition prize in Paul 
Dukas’s class of 1934. He studied improvisation with Charles 
Tournemire, receiving in 1931 the Prix des Amis de l’Orgue.

Langlais returned to the National Institute as professor for 
40 years, and also taught at the Schola Cantorum in Paris, 
where between 1961 and 1976 he helped both French and 
foreign students. His reputation as a pedagogue, important 
composer and concert artist drew pupils and audiences of 
many nationalities, especially from the USA, where he gave 
300 recitals and countless masterclasses.

In 1945 he became organist at the church of Sainte-Clothilde in 
Paris, the successor to César Franck and Charles Tournemire. 
He remained there as titular for 42 years, retiring at the age of 
80. He died four years later.

Langlais went blind from 
glaucoma at the age of two,  
but, despite this handicap, 
became one of the most 
respected organists and 
composers of the 20th 
century.

A prolific composer, his catalogue of works comprises vocal 
and instrumental sacred music (among them the famous 
Missa salve regina, the Messe solennelle and the Missa in 
simplicitate, very often performed in concert), secular music 
and numerous organ pieces, some of which are considered 
20th century classics.
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Jean Langlais at the house of his birth 1984 
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How the Langlais Festival started 
In 2002 I bought my house in La Fontenelle, a village halfway 
between the Mont St Michel and Rennes. It was un coup de 
foudre – I just fell in love with it. The house dates from the 17th 
century and possibly at one time belonged to a nobleman. It 
certainly has lots of character and I spent about eight years 
renovating it. Now there are excellent facilities for groups of 
up to 40 people in a large rehearsal room, with other rooms 
around it which can be used for small group work etc. Two 
months after I’d bought the house, I discovered that the village 
was Jean Langlais’s birthplace. There was a plaque on the 
wall of the little cottage in which Jean Langlais was born, just 
round the corner from my house, and I recognised the name 
because I’d heard organists playing his music in cathedrals in 
England. It was, as the French would say, un hasard heureux.

I sang then (and still sing) with the Wingrave Singers, a 
Buckinghamshire choir which replaces cathedral choirs when 
they are on holiday. When I went back to the UK and spoke to 
our choir director, Colin Spinks, he was very interested because 

he’d trained with David Briggs at Gloucester Cathedral and 
Briggs had been one of Langlais’s pupils. Between us, Colin 
and I devised the idea of a Langlais Festival, the first of which, 
a series of three concerts by the Wingrave Singers, took place 
in August 2005. The mayor and town council of La Fontenelle 
were enthusiastic because they wanted to raise the profile of 
both Langlais and their village, and also because the centenary 
of Langlais’s birth was fast approaching. They wanted to mark 
the occasion in an appropriate way – why should this not be 
the solution? The festival was an immediate success as it both 
met with the approval and support of the Langlais family and 
also began an enduring collaboration with the local French 
population.  

Shortly after this, the Association Les Amis de Jean Langlais was 
created and I became its first president, a position which I 
continue to hold. Subsequent festivals have also had the 
financial support of the Communauté de Communes, la Region 
de Bretagne and the EU, as well as sponsorship by local 
businesses.
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How the choral course evolved from this
It was Colin’s idea to involve David Bednall, who’d been a 
colleague of his at Gloucester Cathedral. Colin invited him 
to provide organ accompaniment for the Wingrave Singers 
in the first three Langlais Festivals, and David, having been 
assistant to Malcolm Archer at Wells, then suggested that 
Malcolm might be interested in directing a choral course. I 
was thrilled when Malcolm accepted my invitation and came 
on board in 2008. Since then there have been eight annual 
choral weeks, and Malcolm, David and Colin have continued 
to be pivotal in making them the huge success that they are. 
The focus is on a mixture of French and English choral music: 
Jean Langlais to be sure, but also those who influenced him, 
including Franck, Fauré, Widor, Vierne, Duruflé, Poulenc, 
Guy Ropartz (1864-1955) and Villette, and music from the 
Anglican tradition including works by Malcolm and David. 
In 2008 Daniel Roth attended the festival to hear us sing his 
Messe brève. We also usually sing a little Handel, because it goes 
down well with our French audiences!

Rehearsals are held in my house and in the church just across 
the road. On the second day of the course, participants sing a 
church mass in La Fontenelle together with the local French 
choir, and there are two concerts at the end of the week, the 
first in a prestigious venue, e.g. the Basilique de Pontmain, 
l’Abbatiale de Saint-Melaine in Rennes, the church of Sainte-
Croix, Saint Servan (St Malo) and the Abbaye aux Hommes in 
Caen, with the final concert in La Fontenelle.

What makes the Langlais choral week unique
Apart from a series of entertaining lectures which Malcolm, 
David and Colin give every year, and the fact that participants 
are able to work with highly regarded composers on their 
own pieces, a further and very special addition to the choral 
week is vocal coach Hilary Jones, who gives all the singers an 
individual lesson and runs a solo singing masterclass with 
Colin as accompanist. Hilary is widely known as a trainer of 
cathedral choristers in the south of England, and she is expert 
at improving the quality of the choir’s sound.  As Rupert 
Street, a participant in 2010, says in his appreciative report:
“Everybody was intrigued by Hilary ‘voicing’ the choir. She 

listened to each section in turn and moved the singers around 
until the balance sounded right. Finally, she assembled all 
the sections and handed over to Malcolm a choir, not just a 
collection of disparate voices. This was particularly instructive 
to the choir conductors who were participating as singers.”

There are normally 45–52 singers aged between 18 and 80, 
mainly from the UK (and a few from France), but there have  
also been participants from Hong Kong and Morocco. 
Reasonable sight-reading skills are expected, and a singing 
reference is essential. The music is issued two months in 
advance so that people are generally able to arrive note-perfect. 
The course recruits through Brittany Music Workshops in 
the UK, and there are many regulars who have attended all 
eight courses. Of course we also recruit and welcome new 
singers every year. We are able to provide choral scholarships 
for young singers – this year there were nine choral scholars 
– and this certainly improves the quality of the sound. These 
young people have generally had previous choral experience 
in cathedral or university college choirs, but any young person 
over the age of 18 is welcome to apply if they have a good 
reference from their musical director or singing teacher. 

Accommodation and food
The choral week also works well socially. Every year is like a big 
family reunion and there is ample opportunity for convivial 
gatherings. There is a friendly restaurant in La Fontenelle 
where we have lunch. Most people stay in B & Bs or gites in 
La Fontenelle or neighbouring towns, and many of the local 
French population are happy to provide accommodation for 
the week. Indeed, the Association’s French committee and the 
local choir, la Chorale Les Amis de Jean Langlais, have made good 
friendships with the choral week’s participants, particularly at 
Association lunches and at the mayor’s vin d’honneur which 
follows the final concert every year. 

Other events in the Langlais Festival
Malcolm Archer’s choral week is only one half of the festival’s 
activities and there is always a further week of concerts. The 
festival has attracted top quality international organists over 
the years, e.g. Marie-Claire Alain, who gave one of her final 
organ recitals in Dol Cathedral in 2007 to honour the memory 
of her friend Jean Langlais, Marie-Louise Langlais, widow 
of the composer, French organists Sylvie Mallet, Véronique 
Le Guen, Loïc Georgeault and Florence Rousseau, Luca 
Massaglia from Italy, Martina Ziegert from Germany, Frantisek 
Vanicek from the Czech Republic, Jane Watts from the UK 
and of course Malcolm and David, who give annual recitals 
of French and English music as well as their own inimitable 
improvisations. Malcolm also brings his very talented organ 
pupils from Winchester College to take part in his recitals. 
Among them this year was Henry Websdale, who will take up 
his position as organ scholar at King’s College Cambridge in 
October 2016. 

In 2012 Colin gave a memorable concert of music by Langlais 
and Dupré for organ and piano with Claude Langlais, Jean 
Langlais’s son, and choirs and orchestras have come from 
Spain, Denmark, the Netherlands and the UK to pay homage 
to the memory of Jean Langlais. The men of Royal Holloway 
sang for us with Rupert Gough in 2007, Malcolm Archer 
brought his quiristers from Winchester College to visit us in 
December 2012, and we welcomed Katherine Dienes-Williams 
and the girls’ choir of Guildford Cathedral last summer. 

Hilary Jones
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Organs in the area
Sadly, the church in La Fontenelle does not have a pipe 
organ. There’s no likelihood of finding sufficient funding for 
one, and there isn’t enough height in the building anyway.  
So in order to have a reasonable instrument for accompanying 
choirs, an electronic organ was installed in 2007, paid for with 
EU money. But there are Cavaillé-Coll organs at the churches 
of Sainte-Croix, Saint Servan (St Malo) and in Dol Cathedral, 
and interesting French Romantic organs in Rennes Cathedral, 
the Abbatiale de Saint-Melaine, Rennes, the Basilique de 
Pontmain, the church of Saint-Léonard, Fougères and the 
church of Saint-Méen in Cancale. More modern organs can 
be found at the church of Saint-Martin in Vitré, the church of 
La Bouëxière and the church of Notre Dame in Pontorson. 

What participants have said about the choral 
workshops…
There is no doubt that so many singers return to La 
Fontenelle because they have such a good time. They love 
the countryside, the fresh air, the food and drink, and the 
welcome from the local population. They like the marriage 
of English and French music. They enjoy singing both with 
the local choir in La Fontenelle, and also in the prestigious 
and beautiful churches and cathedrals in the surrounding 
area. They really appreciate the quality of the musical 
experience they have under Malcolm’s expert guidance, 

Hilary’s encouraging teaching and David’s and Colin’s superb 
accompaniments. As one participant said recently: “The 
workshop is exceptionally well planned and organised. The 
bringing together of a choir of people who have not sung 
together before and shaping them into concert standard 
after five days is a remarkable achievement, and it was hugely 
rewarding to be a participant.”

And the icing on the cake? This July, for helping to make Jean 
Langlais more widely known and for putting La Fontenelle on 
the map, I was made a citoyenne d’honneur (honorary citizen) of 
La Fontenelle, and presented with a medal by the mayor!

For further details about the festival and the choral 
week, please see www.brittanymusicworkshops.eu and 
www.jeanlanglais.eu. For Rupert Street’s report see 
choralsociety.org.uk/html/rupertstreet1.html.

The Langlais Festival in 2016 takes place from 16th 
July to 5th August, with the choral week running from 
16th to 22nd July. 
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