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johann Sebastian Bach didn’t 
know it, but on March 22, 1935, 

in commemoration of his 250th 
birthday, a choir at Knowles 
Memorial Chapel on the Rollins 
College campus presented a vespers 
service of some of his work. 
Christopher Honaas, chairman of 
the college’s Division of Expressive 
Arts, was an organizer and Herman 
F. Siewert was at the organ. The 
concert began at 5:30 p.m. and so 
many people attended that they ran 
out of programs.

At the time, the nation was in the 
midst of the Great Depression. The 
chapel, the largest church in Central 
Florida during that era, had been built 
only three years before. The music 
recording industry was in its infancy. 
And the works of Bach, though he was 
certainly a well-known composer, were 
not part of the standard repertoire for 
mainstream choirs and orchestras.

Things have changed a lot in 80 
years, in no small part because of a 
group of singers in Winter Park. The 
Bach Festival Society (BFS) has been 
called “the gem of the South,” says John 
V. Sinclair, the group’s artistic director 
and conductor for 25 years. “There 
don’t seem to be many institutions that 
last this long. This is where the high-
level musical arts began in Central 
Florida.”

BFS is the third-oldest continuously 
operating Bach Festival in the country, 
but in the early years, the festival con-
sisted of hardly more than an organ 

and a couple of violins. Now it has its 
own orchestra to back up the more 
than 160 voices in the choir. Though 
still a community choir, many of 
today’s singers have music degrees or 
advanced training. Over the course of 
80 years, more than 2,000 people have 
sung with the choir, Sinclair says. 

At 80, the BFS can assess its legacy 
and look back in satisfaction at decades 
of milestones. Among them: BFS was 
the first to perform Bach’s entire Mass 
in B Minor south of the Mason-Dixon 
Line. Now considered Bach’s greatest 
choral masterpiece, the work was part 
of the 1940 season and will be per-
formed this year as well.

“It’s a long piece,” Sinclair admits, 
running 108 minutes. It also requires 
professional soloists, this year a sopra-
no, a mezzo-soprano, a tenor and a 
bass. But it’s worth it, and the choir has 
performed both excerpts and the entire 

Musical 
  Masterpiece

John V. Sinclair leadS the “Gem of the South” in itS 
preSentation of the 80th annual Bach feStiVal.

By G.K. SHARMAn

28-31 Feature - Bach.indd   29 12/11/14   4:48 PM



OrlandO arts MaGaZInE january/february 2015

30

addressed to Mrs. Charles Sprague-
Smith of the Bach Festival, Ernest 
LaPrade of NBC lauds the performance.

“I listened to the broadcast of your 
Bach Festival Program on Saturday and 
thoroughly enjoyed every minute of it,” 
wrote LaPrade, NBC’s first musical 
director. LaPrade also conducted the 
orchestra for the “Collier’s Hour” pro-
gram and was important in the devel-
opment of dramatic scoring for radio.

“The chorus, the orchestra and all 
the others concerned acquitted them-
selves admirable, and the pickup  
was excellent,” he wrote. “The Bach 
lovers of the nation are indebted to 
you for enabling them to hear such a 
fine performance of portions of the  
B Minor Mass.” 

The festival also had more than a 
few famous folks in the audience. Poet 
Carl Sandberg attended a performance, 
as did author and Rollins alumnus  
Rex Beach, classical music luminaries 
Louise and Sidney Homer and Countess 
Alexandra Tolstoy.

Sprague-Smith was a former New 
York artist and school principal who 
was president of the festival at the time 
and a driving force behind its success 
from 1935 until her death in 1950.

She, along with Honaas, Siewert, 
Knowles Memorial Chapel Dean Dr. 
Charles Atwood Campbell, Frances 
Knowles Warren and Rollins’ then-
President Hamilton Holt, helped offi-
cially organize the festival not long 
after that first presentation.

work since that original performance.
“It’s the most important cornerstone 

of choral music in the Western 
tradition,” Sinclair says. This will be his 
fifth time leading the choir in the full 
presentation—which puts him ahead 
of the composer.

Bach had written sections of it, 
known as Kyrie and Gloria, as early 
as 1733, but did not finish the Mass 
until 1749. He died in July 1750 
without ever hearing the complete 
work performed. BFS sang portions 
of the Mass again in 1949 in what 
was another early landmark: a radio 
broadcast on the NBC Radio Network.

The performance was a hit, even far 
from Knowles Chapel. In a letter dated 
March 7, 1949, on NBC stationery, 

Every organization has a place it calls home. For the Bach Festival Society, it’s Knowles 
Memorial Chapel at Rollins College.
 Which is what led artist Matthew Cornell to choose it as the subject of Late Afternoon, 
Knowles Chapel, commissioned to commemorate the BFS’s 80th anniversary.
 “I’m honored that Betsy asked me,” Cornell says, referring to BFS Executive Director 
Betsy Gwinn. His painting, which is oil on wood, shows the chapel’s front door and includes 
some architectural details and the shadow of a tree.
 The image was also used as the cover of this issue of Orlando Arts Magazine. Cornell 

says he painted it so that it would fit the cover without having to be resized or manipulated. The size may seem small by 
artistic standards, but Cornell almost never uses large formats. Most of his work is in the 10” x 15” range. “I feel comfort-
able in that size,” he says. “A lot of my paintings are very detailed, very small.”
 Cornell, a veteran of the art festival circuit who has been based in Orlando for the past 14 years, is known for his  
photorealism, particularly of landscapes and seascapes. His work hangs in a number of public and private collections and 
has been shown in galleries nationwide.
 He usually spends 10 days to two weeks in the studio on each painting, but did this one in plein air over the course of 
three evenings. “That’s not typical of me,” says Cornell. “I don’t do that much on site.” What is characteristic for him is 
the notion of home. “I grew up traveling,” he says. “The idea of home has played some role in whatever work I’m doing.”

Door to a New experieNce

Organist Paul jacobs
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Under her leadership, BFS grew 
into a true community choir and the 
festival expanded to include instru-
mental music. After her death, Rollins 
Treasurer John M. Tiedtke stepped into 
the role of chair of the board and 
served until his death in 2004.

Sinclair was named artistic director 
and conductor of the BFS in 1990 and 
has spearheaded much of the organiza-
tion’s recent growth. The number of 
concerts has increased, and the group 
has made a name for itself nationally 
and internationally. Current offerings 
include the annual Winter Park Bach 
Festival, the Visiting Artist Concert 
Series, Choral Masterworks Concert 
Series, Fred Rogers Family Series, and 
a variety of educational and communi-
ty outreach programs.

The choir has made several tours to 
Europe and can boast of having per-
formed at the Vatican, the Royal Albert 
Hall and at Nikolaikirche in Leipzig, 
Germany, one of the churches directly 
overseen by Bach when he was work-
ing in that city.

Best known during his lifetime as an 
organist, organ composer and teacher, 
Bach was born on March 21, 1685, 
into a family of musicians that stretched 
back several generations. His father, 
Johann Ambrosius Bach, was director 
of the musicians in the town of Eisenach 
in Germany and his uncles were all 
musicians.

But he fell out of favor after his 
death. His work was considered old- 
fashioned and the author of the B 
Minor Mass, the Brandenburg Concertos, 
the St. Matthew Passion and other musi-
cal masterpieces was nearly forgotten. 
Few of his works were even published 
during his lifetime.

Then along came Mozart, Beethoven, 
Chopin, Schumann and Mendelssohn, 
who recognized the importance of 
his compositions and began reviv-
ing his reputation. The theme for the 
80th anniversary festival is “Bach’s 
Eternal Influence,” and the program 
honors some of the composers who 

championed Bach’s music for future 
generations.

The 2015 festival opens on Feb. 13 
with a concert by Grammy-winning 
organist Paul Jacobs. “He is considered 
the greatest organist of our time, peri-
od,” Sinclair says. The season concludes 
on March 1 with Mass in B Minor.

In between are Concertos by Candle-
light on Feb. 20 and 21, which show-
cases Mendelssohn’s Violin Concerto in 

E Minor, Op. 64, with guests violinist 
Nadja Salerno-Sonneberg and pianist 
Anne-Marie McDermott. Beethoven’s 
Choral Fantasy in C Minor, Op. 80—
considered a testing ground for his 
Symphony No. 9—features Gloria Cook 
on piano and the festival choir. On  
Feb. 28, a Brahms and Beethoven con-
cert includes Brahms’ Ein Deutsches 
Requiem, Op. 45, and Beethoven’s 
Symphony No. 7 in A Major, Op. 92.

Even as it celebrates 80 memorable 
years, the Bach Festival is looking to 
the future. “Our best years,” Sinclair 
says, “are in front of us.” 

Call 407.646.2182 or go online to 
bachfestivalflorida.org for tickets or 
more information.

G.K. Sharman is a regular contributor to 
Orlando Arts Magazine.

aN UNfailiNg 
Voice

 Athalia Cope (front, center) was a 
freshman at Rollins College in 1960 
when she first started singing with 
the Bach Festival Society. 
 She didn’t do it because she loved 
Bach (though she later came to 
appreciate him) or because she was 
starry-eyed about a vocal career 
(she was studying composing). Her 
motivation was far more basic: her 
professor, Robert Hufstader, told her 
to show up and sing. “All the music 
majors would sing in the Bach 
Festival at that time,” she says. 
“None of us really realized what it 
was and how wonderful it was.”
 Cope, a second alto and soloist, is 
the longest-singing member of the 
BFS choir. She sang through college. 
She sang after she got married. She 
sang when she was a choral director 
at Osceola High School and while she 
worked on her degree in clinical psy-
chology and through her career as a 
guidance counselor at Edgewater 
High School. 
 She sang with numerous direc-
tors. She sang as the makeup of the 
choir changed——nearly doubling in 
size——and as the repertoire expand-
ed beyond Bach and the Baroque. 
She sang as the number of concerts 
increased and as the choir began 
recording and traveling, including 
overseas.
 Now in her 70s, Cope has sung 
every year since that first time in 
college, except for a brief period 
when her husband was stationed  
at the Air Force base in Biloxi, 
Mississippi.
 This season will mark year number 
53. Through it all, she sang: Because 
of the variety of the music and the 
quality of the voices and the camara-
derie of the choir members, and 
because there is just nothing better 
for a singer than to keep singing.

The bach festival Society Choir is made up 
of volunteers who spend hours practicing and 
performing, citing the camaraderie among 
them as one of the things that keeps them 
singing.
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