Elvis packs Cathedral

Elvis Presley’s music to be performed in Truro cathedral? The Rock ‘n Roll King desecrating the sanctity of Cornwall’s premier church? The critics, both local and in the national press, should have been there last Sunday – that is, if they could find a spare seat among the nine hundred that filled the cathedral. Although it was in part an Elvis gig it was also a service of worship and joy devised by Perran Gay, the Canon Precentor.


“I’m genuinely excited,” he said, “by the challenge of engaging with people who wouldn’t normally come to the Cathedral.” The sixteen gospel songs that the Elvis impersonator Johnny Cowling sang, including Lead me Lord, Amazing Grace and Let us pray, became focal points for commentary by Canon Gay, meaningful but never losing the sense of joy that characterised the whole service. 


Much of the success was due to the personality of Johnny Cowling. Here was no flashy rebel. A former chorister at St Merryn church, he had a genuineness and modesty that shone through his whole programme. No wonder he attracted so many fans not only from Cornwall, but also from Plymouth and even the Midlands and London who had heard about it on Radio 2. There were even visitors from Brittany – and a few Elvis look-alikes. 


Colin Reid, the cathedral’s communication officer felt that the service had achieved its aim. “We know that there were many there who had never visited the cathedral before,” he said, “and we have been impressed by the written responses we have received, all of them very positive and encouraging. One wrote: ‘What wonderful home-brewed, Cornish, honest entertainment with a real spiritual twist. I can’t believe I wanted to stand up and clap in church – I’m a 1662 traditionalist!’.”

