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MACMILLAN, JAMES (b.1959)

SUN-DOGS (2006) (Boosey&Hawkes) 2113
for chorus a cappella
Text by Michael Symmons Roberts, with additional lines
from the Roman Missal and an English traditional rhyme

ID I. `I first saw them'. Largo 459

II. 'Domini canes' ('Dogs of the Lord'). Adagio 154

O III. `I saw them leading'. Allegro moderato 235

O IV. 'Sometimes, like Tobias'. Andante 718

V. 'If you turn down the offerings'. Andante 355

VISITATIO SEPULCHRI 
(1992-93)

(3oosey&Hawkes) 4500
Version for 7-part chorus and chamber orchestra

© Scene 1 753

O Scene 2 1528

© Scene 3 ELISABETH PERRY violin/solo • LAURAVEEZE Violinllsolo 2132

TT: 6702

NETHERLANDS RADIO CHOIR (GROOTOMROEPKOOR)

NETHERLANDS RADIO CHAMBER PHILHARMONIC
(RADIO KAMER FILHARMONIE) [Visitatio]

CELSO ANTUNES conductor [sun-Dogs] /chorus masterlvisitatiol

J AMES MACMILLAN conductorlvisitatiol

The standard practice of BIS Records is to retain as far as possible the original dynamics of the actual performance.
As a result, unless this disc is played back at a sufficiently high volume the drawn-out fading away which ends the
fourth movement of Sun-Dogs (track 4) will not be audible!



JAMES MACMILLAN

James MacMillan composes in a musical language flooded with influences
from his Scottish heritage, Roman Catholic faith and social conscience, as well
as his close connection with Celtic folk music and interest in Far Eastern, Scan-
dinavian and Eastern European music. He became internationally recognised
after the extraordinary success of The Confession of Isobel Gowdie at the BBC
Proms in 1990. His prolific output has since been performed and broadcast
around the world, placing him in the front rank of today's composers. Among
his major works are the percussion concerto Veni, Veni, Emmanuel, which has
received more than 400 performances, a cello concerto for Mstislav Rostropo-
vich, the large scale choral-orchestral work Quickening and three symphonies.
Recent works include the opera The Sacrifice, premiered in 2007 by Welsh Na-
tional Opera conducted by MacMillan, and his Si John Passion, which received
its first performance by the London Symphony Orchestra under Sir Colin Davis
in 2008. Among the numerous recordings of his music there are seven previous
releases on BIS, featuring orchestral works, concertos, and chamber music.

Internationally active as a conductor of both of his own and other composers'
works, James MacMillan is principal guest conductor of the Netherlands Radio
Chamber Philharmonic from the 2010-11 season, following 9 years as com-
poser/conductor of the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra. He has conducted orch-
estras such as the Munich Philharmonic, Los Angeles Philharmonic, City of Bir-
mingham Symphony Orchestra, Swedish Chamber Orchestra and the Toronto,
Baltimore and Melbourne Symphony Orchestras. In 2009, MacMillan won the
prestigious Ivor Novello Classical Music Award and the British Composer
Award for Liturgical Music. Other recent highlights include an ` Artist Portrait'
with the London Symphony Orchestra throughout the 2009-10 season, and



James MacMillan: The Story so Far, a season-long focus on his music in Rot-
terdam, in which he conducted both the Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra and
the Royal Flemish Philharmonic.

VISITATIO SEPULCHRI • SUN-DOGS

Both works on this disc raise awkward questions, but they do so in strikingly
different ways. On first hearing, the main thrust of the `sacred opera' Visitatio
Sepulchre (Visit to the tomb) will probably seem clear enough: here surely is an
uncomplicated, uncompromising presentation of the central Christian article of
faith — redemption for humankind achieved through the sacrificial death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ, God in human form. To say this has proved prob-
lematic for some critics is putting it gently. Even those who are impressed and
uplifted by the music often feel the need to add some form of caveat. Reviewing
the first performance of Visitatio Sepulchri in The Times in 1993, Richard Mor-
rison found it `as invigorating a piece of new British music as I have heard
since, well, the last MacMillan premiere'. Still, there remained that unsettling
underlying message: `Not for the first time, MacMillan confronts atheists, ag-
nostics, even easy-going Anglican types, with an unnerving display of faith.'

Yet it ought to be apparent to anyone who doesn't regard `faith' in itself as
problematical that MacMillan is neither a strident fundamentalist nor an apolo-
getic liberal — nor any of the other kinds of Christian conventionally held up as
objects of fear or ridicule. A Roman Catholic from birth, MacMillan is also
`catholic' in the broader sense of the word, as the musical ingredients of Visita-

tio Sepulchri make quite clear. The jagged, asymmetrical rhythms of the open-
ing clearly owe a great deal to Olivier Messiaen, a Catholic like MacMillan, but
a highly unconventional one — especially in his attitude to the erotically charged



mysticism and sacred dance music of the East. These alternate with surging,
abrasively dissonant expressionist music registering pain and terror as vividly
as the canvases of Francis Bacon or the scores of Harrison Birtwistle. Given
that this first, purely orchestral scene is intended to represent `the violence of
the crucifixion, the anguish and the agony at Golgotha', the emotional on-
slaught ought to make sense within MacMillan's overall Christian scheme; yet
the absence of mediation, of any kind of reassuring priestly voice at this stage is
troubling. In this music, we are more likely to identify the sufferings of a vul-
nerable mortal man than those of God incarnate.

As the violence abates, strings begin a long quasi-choral section in rhyth-
mically free-floating counterpoint, whose starting point sounds like the two-
note stepwise descending phrase that begins the medieval hymn 'Victimae Pas-
chali laudes' ('Praise the Paschal victim' — the words of which are sung in
Scene Two). But the style of this section also echoes MacMillan's fascination
with the ecstatic improvised polyphony of Hebridean Gaelic psalm-singing:
music from a tradition about as far-removed from (and often openly antagonis-
tic to) MacMillan's Catholicism as can be imagined within a Christian context.
Then Scene Two begins with a still more culturally remote sound: the deep bass
line that intones the ritually repeated question `Whom do you seek?' contains
more than a hint of Tibetan Buddhist chant, the effect enhanced in the revised
choral version of Visitatio Sepulchri recorded here. The acknowledgement of
the existence of other, equally valid paths to divine truth is typical.

In the end, however, the fact that the music of Visitatio Sepulchri stirs as
deeply as it does, even for those who find direct expressions of faith 'unnerv-
ing', poses a challenge to the certainties of a determinedly secular age. One
does not have to know the plainchant 'Te Deum laudamus' to recognize its an-
cient devotional character, to be moved by its radiant E major transfiguration at



the final climax of Scene Three — or to appreciate the symbolic significance of
this moment as the high point of a work about resurrection. Whether we like it
or not, the stories and rituals of Christianity have been basic to Western Euro-
pean culture for the best part of two millennia, while the pre-Christian elements
persisting in both have influenced us for a lot longer. They are, as Jung would
have put it, `archetypal': they have something important to tell us about who we
are and how we make sense of life, as individuals and as members of the human
race. Tales of a god or godlike man — or woman — who dies and returns to life
with new powers are found in mythologies throughout the world, and continue
to reverberate widely today in the cultish popularity of Tolkien's Lord of the

Rings and George Lucas's Star Wars. Confronted with the passion and elemen-
tal power of Visitatio Sepulchri, even those who dismiss notions of a personal
God as `delusions' must ask themselves why the Easter story, vividly retold, can
still touch something raw and sensitive in the depths of our being.

Listening to Sun-Dogs on the other hand, few listeners are likely to feel they
are being confronted by an uncomplicated display of faith, despite the dedication
to the Dominican Order of Preachers. This richly imaginative choral work from
2006 is one of many that MacMillan has composed in response to the poetry of
Michael Symmons Roberts, a writer whose work resonates with archetypal
imagery. The symbolism is complex, often highly ambiguous — so much so that
one may feel at times that MacMillan is interrogating the sacred here rather than
simply affirming it. The image of the dog is an intriguing one in a Christian con-
text. Dogs have long been domesticated and valued in Northern European cul-
tures, and in medieval iconography they often stand as a symbol of faithfulness.
But in the Middle-Eastern `desert religions' where Christianity has its roots they
are often usually portrayed as unclean, unholy scavengers: it is a token of the
biblical Jezebel's utter degradation that she is condemned to be eaten by dogs.



Throughout its five movements, Sun-Dogs swings between light and dark
interpretations of canine character and actions, as though asking itself repeated-
ly where these noble yet savage animals fit within a religious interpretation of
the world. At the same time Sun-Dogs is a fine display of MacMillan's ever-
deepening understanding of the possibilities of unaccompanied choral writing.
The score abounds in striking effects: rapid chanting doubling the held notes of
a simple four-part choral progression, deep breathing, whistling, free-floating
heterophony (again reminiscent of Gaelic psalm-singing), `stage-whispered'
toneless rhythmic chanting. Yet everything seems to chime in with the imagery
of the texts, however mysteriously.

In the opening movement, / first saw them, the dogs are killers, but the result
of the kill is liberating: thunder comes and the drought is magically ended. Do-

mini canes (Dogs of the Lord) crystallizes the light-dark polarity in the white
and black dogs (matched musically by the close writing for pairs of soloists):
both are guardians, both bring order and luck. I saw them leading is the brilliant
centrepiece of the cycle — it would make a splendid test-piece in an advanced
choral competition. Now the dogs are `like Sirius twins', bringers of a magic
that could turn either to good or evil — or possibly both. Most haunting in its
poised ambiguity is the Eucharistic imagery of Sometimes, like Tobias, where the
words the priest intones at the presentation of the sacramental bread and wine
blend with the uncomfortable yet strangely touching image of the dog offering its
chewed and drool-soaked gifts. Finally If you turn down the offerings draws the
threads together musically with reminders of previous movements, while leaving
the intellectual questions tantalizingly unresolved: the gift must be accepted,
even if it is not understood.

O Stephen Johnson 2010



With its 74 members the Netherlands Radio Choir is one of the largest and
most versatile professional choirs in the world. Since its formation shortly after
the Second World War, the choir has been closely connected with Netherlands
Public Broadcasting. It has performed numerous Dutch and international pre-
mieres of contemporary repertoire, and regularly presents older works that are
seldom performed. All its concerts are broadcast by Dutch Radio 4.

The Netherlands Radio Choir works with conductors such as Jaap van Zwe-
den, Mariss Jansons, Bernard Haitink, Valery Gergiev and Philippe Herreweghe
in collaboration with orchestras such as the Netherlands Radio Philharmonic
Orchestra and the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra. It also performs a wide-
ranging a cappella repertoire in various formations, working with conductors
such as Marcus Creed, Jos van Veldhoven, Stephan Parkman and Kaspars
Putniis. Also participating on the BIS recording of Shostakovich's Symphony
No. 13, Babi Yar' [BIS-sACD-15431, the Netherlands Radio Choir appears on a
number of CD recordings, including Wagner operas, Poulenc's Gloria and
Schumann's Szenen aus Goethes Faust.
For further information, please visit www.grootomroepkoor.nl

The Netherlands Radio Chamber Philharmonic consists of a core of sixty
members, which can be enlarged to a full symphony orchestra or reduced to a
chamber orchestra. Thus the orchestra covers a rich and varied repertoire, ex-
tending from baroque to contemporary music. As of the 2010-11 season the
Danish conductor Michael Schgnwandt is the orchestra's chief conductor, suc-
ceeding Jaap van Zweden. James MacMillan joins the team of principal guest
conductors, which also includes Philippe Herreweghe and Frans Bruggen, con-
ductor emeritus of the orchestra. The particular expertise of this team guaran-
tees the orchestra's high quality, versatility and unique profile.



The Netherlands Radio Chamber Philharmonic occupies a prominent place
in concerts series at the Amsterdam Concertgebouw and at the Muziekgebouw
aan 't IJ as well as the `Friday Vredenburg' and `Music Factory' series in Ut-
recht. The orchestra's concerts are broadcast live on the Dutch national station,
Radio 4, and are disseminated internationally through the European Broadcast-
ing Union. The orchestra regularly takes part in CD recordings of premieres by
leading composers.

The Brazilian conductor Celso Antunes is chief conductor of the Netherlands
Radio Choir and professor of choral conducting at the Haute Ecole de Musique in
Geneva. From 1994 to 1998, after studies at the University of Sao Paulo and the
Hochschule fur Musik in Cologne, he was chief conductor of the Neues Rhei-
nisches Kammerorchester and of the Antwerp-based ensemble Champ d'Action.
As artistic director and chief conductor, Antunes contributed to the success of
the National Chamber Choir of Ireland between 2002 and 2007.

Antunes' repertoire stretches from choral music of the Renaissance, through
orchestral works of the 18th and 19th centuries up to contemporary music, and
he has conducted first performances of works by composers such as Michael
Tippett, Wolfgang Rihm and Jonathan Harvey. In great demand as guest con-
ductor, Celso Antunes appears with the SWR Vokalensemble Stuttgart, BBC
Singers, Manchester Camerata and NDR Radiophilharmonie Hannover. A 2010
highlight is a performance of Tristan Murail's Les sept Paroles with the Nether-
lands Radio Choir and Orchestre Philharmonique de Radio France in Paris.



The music on this Hybrid SACD can be played back in Stereo (CD and SACD) as well as
in 5.0 Surround sound (SACD).

Our surround sound recordings aim to reproduce the natural sound in a concert venue
as faithfully as possible, using the newest technology. In order to do so, all five
channels are recorded using the full frequency range, with no separate bass channel
added: a so-called 5.0 configuration. If your sub-woofer is switched on, however, most
systems will also automatically feed the bass signal coming from the other channels
into it. In the case of systems with limited bass reproduction, this may be of benefit to
your listening experience.
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