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Sacred notes from Massachusetts

Meirion Bowen

NE OF the special-

ities of the Gloriae

dei Cantores —a
much-acclaimed choir from
Cape Cod, Massachusetts —
is the little-known heritage
of sacred choral music from
all the Americas. Here, near
the start of a Buropean tour,
at St John’s Smith Square,

they offered a tantalising
glimpse of the entire reper-
tory: and one could imagine
whole programmes from
them subsequently, tracing
particular scenes in depth.
Latin American music was
represented by a Magnificat
by Fernando Franco (who
worked at the cathedrals of
Guatemala and Mexico City
in the 16th century), The
Lamentations Of Jeremiah
(1946) by the Argentinian Al-

berto Ginastera and a Brazil-
ian Psalim (1941) by the Ger-
man-born Jean Berger, who
taught in Rio de Janeiro and
now lives in the United
States. Whereas Franco’s
composition alternated
verses of Gregorian chant
with traditional polyphony,
the two other works involved
setting words in a more inde-
pendent, sometimes dra-
matic manner.

Under their conductor,
Elizabeth C. Paterson, the
GDC made each of the pieces
sound convineing in its own
right, balancing the needs of
good diction and expressive-
ness in the Franco, bringing
up colour contrasts in Gina-
stera’s almost orchestral tex-
tures, relishing both the rich
triadic chording of Berger’s
piece and its sudden change,
late on, to rhythmically
snappy hallelujahs.

The GDC seemed just as
happy to indulge the un-
ashamedly romantic warmth
of choral compositions by
three North American fig-
ures, all apparently immune
to any avante garde influ-
ences — Leo Sowerby, Ran-
dall Thompson and Domi-
nick Argento; equally, they
revelled in Virgil Thomson’s
picturesque evocation of
hymn singing from the old
South. A hint of real daring
came early on in the three
Fuguing Tunes by William
Billings — the church com-
poser with the widest reputa-
tion in 18th-century Amer-
ica: a singular figure,
described by one contempo-

rary as “of moderate size,
short of one leg, with one
eye, without any address and
with an uncommon negli-
gence of person” and by an-
other as “the rival of Han-
del’”’; and indeed, his freely
imitative “fuguing” lines
sounded at times quite
Handelian.

The innovations in polyte-
nality that make Charles
Ives’s Psalm 67 so remark-
able evidently held no
terroxs for the GDC: and they
quickly cottoned on to the
mock medievalism — com-
plete with male alto soloist
and handbells -~ in Bern-
stein’s Benedictus (from inci-
dental music he wrote for
Lillian Hellman’s The Lark).
But their biggest test was
Aaron Copland’s In The Be-
ginning (1947) which (using
words from Genesis) told the
story of the Creation, in an-
tiphonal dialogue hetween a
mezzo soprano narrator amd
chorus. Each day of God’s
creative enterprise — i.e.
each section of the piece —
was enclosed within the
same two chanted phrases,
“and God said”. The choir
here were accurate and flu-
ent in the declamatory coun-
terpoint that issued from
Copland’s close adherence to
speech rhythms: and in the
music for the fourth and fifth
days, their singing swept to a
sonorous climax.

@® Gloriae dei Cantores sing
at St John's College, Cam-
bridge, on September 26. De-
tails 0223-64903.
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