
Realms of Light - a celebratory piece for organ for Pentecost. 

The title of this piece is taken from the first line of the Pentecostal hymn by Timothy 
Rees, “Holy Spirit, ever dwelling in the holiest realms of light”, with the music inspired 
by Herbert Howells’ setting of this hymn composed around 1962, named Salisbury. 

Realms of Light begins on a triumphant ascending motif, the upper notes of which 
are the opening to Howells’ hymn tune. Whilst this opening statement represents the 
celebration of the birth of the church, with congregations lifting hearts and voices to 
God, the pedal portrays the Holy Spirit coming down from heaven, which is what the 
church also celebrates at Pentecost. I then explore another part of the hymn, playing 
about with rhythm and time signatures to achieve a ‘dance-like’ effect – imitating the 
Holy Spirit. 

Howells wrote Salisbury largely in the Dorian mode, so Realms of Light takes 
inspiration from another mood in the form of the whole-tone scale. The first of the 
quieter sections paraphrases the opening of the hymn tune, incorporating this whole-
tone feel, with fast quaver accompaniment in compound time. This develops, in 
rhythm and in dynamic, until a dotted rhythmic figure takes precedence, without 
focusing on any particular key. After the second half of Howells’ tune appears 
triumphantly, the Tuba and Great alternate, calling to each other, representing the 
Holy Spirit interacting with mankind in a great shout of praise. This climaxes on an 
F# minor chord, which decrescendos quickly away to nothing but an 8ft flute on a 
soprano A, held in place by a pencil (or other device at the performer’s choosing). 

The opening figure returns under this note, before the flute interacts luminously with 
a pedal 2ft, to create a mystical unease: the Holy Spirit is looming. Then follows a 
gradual building passage, incorporating more of the Howells and previous rhythmic 
features, before legato semiquavers in the left-hand mix with staccato quaver triplets 
in the right, creating a wash of sound, under which the entire Howells melody 
appears in the pedal (making full use of the organ’s pedal reeds). After the full 
quotation of the melody, the pedal twice revisits the descending figure, revisited from 
the opening. The right hand sustains the dancing figure as the tuba calls out twice, 
answered both times by the pedal, before finally, for the third and final time, the 
pedal figure descends, representing the tripartite nature of the Holy Trinity. 

Realms of Light was commissioned by Choir & Organ Magazine in 2012 for their 
May/June issue, and was performed in Salisbury Cathedral as part of the magazine's 
'new music' series on the 27th May, Pentecost Sunday. 
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