Renée Madeleine Stewart 1920-2017
A life devoted to the musical worlds of
Ralph Vaughan Williams and Gerald Finzi
A brief report of the death of Renée Stewart in February at the age of 97 was included in the Finzi Friends
Spring Newsletter. She was a long-term friend of the Finzi Family and founder member of the Finzi
Friends. This tribute elaborates on Renée’s involvement in the Leith Hill Musical Society (LHMF) and her
admiration of the music of Ralph Vaughan Williams and Gerald Finzi.
Renée was the youngest of seven children within a
distinguished family. Her parents, Sir Francis and Lady
Stewart, spent most of their married life in India: her father
was a merchant and member of the Bengal Legislative
Assembly, knighted in the 1916 Birthday Honours. Their
return to England in 1919 enabled them to further their
children’s education and they settled into Little Hallands, a
beautiful house with large garden in the Sussex village of
Bishopstone, near Newhaven. Her siblings married well and
achieved recognition in careers as diverse as the diplomatic
service, army, literary world and stage. Renée said that,
growing up, she felt in awe of them and she retained this
modest, selfless nature throughout her life.
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Sadly, her father died in 1922 at the age of 52 and the
family was obliged to move, eventually settling in London, in
Gordon Square, Bloomsbury. At eleven, Renée followed her
three sisters to Downe House School in Berkshire where,
although reputed to be a ‘quirky place’, she received an
excellent education but a lifelong dislike of institutional living.
She developed her love of music there and her early talent led
her to study piano and flute in Vienna, which was exceptional
for a young British woman in the 1930s. While there she
witnessed the Anschluss in 1938.

Returning to London, she enrolled at the Royal College of
Music, and remained during the early years of the war, as a
pupil of Gordon Jacob and, in his absence, Ralph Vaughan Williams. The family’s house was bombed
during the blitz and Renée, suffering serious health problems, was sent to Cornwall to convalesce. Her poor
health curtailed her instrumental studies and she trained instead as a music teacher.
After finishing at the Royal College, Renée lived with her mother Frances at Kintbury, near Newbury in
Berkshire, teaching music and becoming involved in the Newbury Festival. She met Gerald Finzi, whose
music she admired greatly, and became a friend of the Finzi family at Ashmansworth. As one of the Festival
fixers, she booked performers - including a young clarinettist called Colin Davis - and played in the
Newbury String Players. The intrepid Renée rode a motorcycle to her teaching appointments in rural
Berkshire. After Gerald’s death in 1956 she maintained her friendship with Kiffer and Hilary Finzi.
Her mother had moved to be near her sister Molly at Hammer Hill in Abinger, Surrey, and Renée joined
her there in 1955. Frances was suffering chronic ill health and it fell to Renée to look after her, while
teaching at the County School for Girls in Guildford. She joined LHMF as a choir member and was
appointed Conductor of Merrow and Shere Choral Society that year, followed by Dorking Oriana in 1967.
She became Assistant Festival Secretary and then, in 1980, Festival Secretary, serving during the
conductorships of Christopher Robinson and William Llewellyn, until 1995 and responsible for all aspects
of running the Festival, a role she performed with great charm and efficiency. She later moved to the centre
of Dorking.

She was then invited to join the Music Committee, a distinguished body of Festival Conductors, choral
composers and the President of the Festival, David Willcocks. Brian Kay commended the contribution she
made, ‘infused with her wisdom, her experience and her memory’…..’she must have been there when some
of the 20th Century’s greatest works were first performed, including some by Vaughan Williams himself’.
She was always excited when Brian programmed music not heard at the Festival before, particularly major
works by living composers.
She became Festival Archivist until shortly before her death, combining that role with assisting Graham
Muncy and Peter Baxter at the Surrey Performing Arts Library, to catalogue Vaughan Williams papers.
With her extensive knowledge of the Festival she was a major contributor to its 100th Anniversary history in
2005, Music Won the Cause.
Renée helped form the Friends of Surrey Performing Arts Library (FOSPAL) when, in the late 1990s, the
very existence of the library was under threat after losing its two previous homes in Dorking. Through the
efforts of FOSPAL, Denbies Wine Estate provided an attractive location where the library has flourished.
In 1998 she inspired the Vaughan Williams and Dorking Festival, celebrating RVW’s connections with
Dorking, where he had lived for over 20 years, from 1929 to 1951. He had conducted LHMF from its
foundation in 1905 by his sister Margaret to 1956, when he handed over to William Cole. Renée treasured
the invitation to his funeral service in Westminster Abbey.
Renée contributed hugely to the development of LHMF and was unstinting with her knowledge and
time supporting the Festival. She was delighted when, in 2009 an award banner for the Lower Voices
competition, the Stewart Banner, was presented to LHMF, in recognition of all she had done for the Festival
and to perpetuate her name alongside the banners named after earlier benefactors.
Through her knowledge of the Vaughan Williams archive, she was able to provide invaluable help to
Hugh Cobbe and the Vaughan Williams Society, of which she was a devoted member, in accessing
documents for his editorship of Letters of Ralph Vaughan Williams 1895-1958. She contributed Journal
articles on LHMF and RVW’s connection with Dorking and one of her great delights was the opening to
the public of Leith Hill Place, where Vaughan Williams lived for much of his childhood.
She had many other interests outside Dorking and Surrey, supported the Dorking and District
Preservation Society and was involved in the work of the Dorking Museum and Local History Group. She
was widely read and, devoted to the works of Jane Austen, took a close interest in the Jane Austen Society.
Her dedication and unselfishness entailed considerable self-sacrifice at key periods of her life: after her
mother, she had also cared for her brother David during chronic illness. Although she was attractive and
vivacious, with many admirers, she never married.
Renée’s funeral took place on 15 March 2017 in St James’ Church, Abinger Common, where she had
been occasional organist and which has a memorial to her aunt and uncle, Mary (Molly) and Reginald
(Simon) Nicolson. She was buried in her mother's grave.
I am greatly indebted to Robert Graham-Harrison, Renée’s nephew; to Graham Muncy, RVW Society
Trustee and former Senior Librarian, Surrey Performing Arts Library; to Hugh Cobbe, Director of the
Vaughan Williams Charitable Trust, former Head of Music Collections at the British Library and to Brian
Kay, Conductor of LHMF 1994-2015, for their contributions.
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