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I. Origins
What is ‘choral’?
The repertoire of choral music is almost certainly wider than we can ever hope
to know. It seems a reasonable guess that singing in some shape or form may
well have been mankind’s earliest form of corporate music-making, developing
relentlessly over the ensuing millennia into the varied and sophisticated activity
for both amateur and professional ensembles that it has now become.
Certainly, sacred vocal music in the form of plainchant was the first type of
western European music to be formally notated, a necessary move if the
repertoire was to be preserved and promulgated in a fixed form and if the
performance of a large repertoire by a group of singers – a choir, in fact – was
to achieve unanimity.
But what exactly is a choir, and by extension choral music? For ‘choir’, like
sonata, symphony, motet* and concerto, is one of those musical terms that
have meant different things to different people at different times and in
different places over the course of musical history. The modern definition of
‘choir’ as a group of singers singing in parts, with several singers to each part,
might well have been recognised by musicians of the past, but for many of
*Terms explained in the Glossary are marked with an asterisk the first time they occur.
14
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them it would have been one of a range of available definitions of the term
and perhaps not always the most common one.
In late-Renaissance Italy, for example, coro could as readily be applied to a
group of instrumentalists as to a group of singers, and in neither of these
ensembles would there have been more than one performer to each line of
music. Archival research over the last few decades now suggests that a great
deal of early sacred vocal music, for example by Palestrina and Bach, was
normally performed by just one singer for each part, even though we
nowadays still refer to it as ‘choral’. For earlier composers such as the Parisian
Léonin (late twelfth century) and the Franco-Flemish Guillaume Dufay and
Johannes Ockeghem (both fifteenth century) this was even more certainly the
case. Thomas Hardy’s Wessex church ‘quire’ was a group of singers and
instrumentalists. Even today ‘choir’/’choral’ in some circumstances will vary in
meaning as in many Anglican cathedrals the office* of Evensong sung by the
‘choir’ might feature an ensemble of young boys, or girls, or adult men, or any
combination of these often separately rehearsed groups.
Setting the parameters for this project has therefore not been easy. It would,
however, have been perverse to fly in the face of the strong set of modern
expectations that the term ‘choral music’ will naturally arouse. Modern choral
singers and conductors will therefore find here the kind of music that they
would consider to be their domain. Those genuinely on a voyage of discovery
will find the main areas of repertoire at least outlined or at worst signposted and
will be encouraged to continue their journey by exploring the music and
composers mentioned in the text even if they are not represented on the
15
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companion recordings. All readers and listeners are urged, however, to ponder
the music’s original socio-historical and performance context and to consider
whether or not this should have some bearing on its presentation and
appreciation in our times. Inserting the short passages of plainchant appropriate
to a specific liturgical occasion (a set of Propers*) between the movements of a
Renaissance mass*, for example, provides a welcome variety of texture* and
sonority in a concert or recording, and introduces the singers to a new and
demanding challenge, especially if traditional chant notation is used. It also
reminds both performers and listeners that the movements of a mass (including
those by Classical composers such as Haydn and Mozart) were not intended to be
heard in succession.
Above all it should not be forgotten that communal singing has for
centuries provided a means of self-expression, encouragement and inspiration
on a number of occasions: work, drinking, going to war, courting, worship,
pilgrimage processions, celebration, dancing and mourning, to name but a few.
Most of the earliest vocal music handed down to us is in monophonic* form, but
it is likely that some form of instrumental accompaniment was added. Harmony,
where it existed, was usually in the form of a drone (sustained pedal note*) or
parallel chord progressions, too rudimentary to need notating. Later,
accompaniments would be formed by simple chord patterns or built up by
melodic interchanges between two or more voices. For example in the English
medieval round known as the Reading Rota, Sumer is icumen in, various pairs of
voices exchange material over the simplest possible harmonic pattern: two
alternating chords. Similar ‘folk harmony’ traditions involving melodies
16
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accompanied by two or three alternating chords have evolved in various parts
of the world, particularly in Africa. Other folk traditions are more sophisticated:
Georgian three-voice music, which has become popular recently, is strikingly
dissonant and chromatic*, but represents something of an exception.
Early Christianity
Of all the different activities mentioned above, the one for which by far the most
music survives is worship, specifically Christian worship. From 313 AD, after three
centuries of persecution, Christians in the Roman Empire were at last free to
assemble publicly when the Christian Church was officially recognised. In 328
Emperor Constantine founded a new city, Constantinople (now Istanbul), which
became the new capital of the empire – which we now usually call Byzantium.
Constantinople became an important centre for Christian worship and arts,
including music and icon painting. For three centuries the liturgy* gradually
evolved until it reached its definitive form in the sixth century. In the early Middle
Ages the Christian Church was one, but after the Great Schism of 1012 the
eastern or Orthodox churches and the western or Roman Catholic Church, which
had the Bishop of Rome or Pope as its head, were no longer in communion.
Byzantine chant
Today visitors to Greek Orthodox churches can still experience a type of
worship that has remained essentially the same since the sixth century in
17
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terms of both music and liturgy. Byzantine chant consists of one line of music,
often accompanied by an ison*. The melodies are classified according to eight
modes, depending on the scale and the melodic formulae used. Some of these
modes consist of scale patterns and intervals also found in Arabic or other
eastern music, and can sound exotic to the western ear. Instruments are used
rarely, if at all, and the services are sung by alternating groups of male singers,
consisting of soloists, small vocal groups and members of the congregation.
The spread of Christianity
The texts used in Byzantine chant are in Greek but, as Christianity spread, so
too did the variety of the languages used: Slavonic countries such as Bulgaria
and Russia used a Slavonic language similar to modern Russian known as
Church Slavonic; in western Europe, Latin was used. After Christianity spread
north-east through Bulgaria to what is now Russia, the character of the music
started to change. Whereas the Greek melodies often sound dynamic, with
melodic leaps and contrasts of register, Russia evolved a style of chant in
which the melodic contours were gentler, with stepwise motion within a
narrow range and less obvious contrasts, and generous use of melisma*. The
best-known of the Russian chant repertoires is called znamenny. In Russia the
eight-mode system metamorphosed into an eight-tone system, in which each
chant was assigned to one of eight tones depending on its melodic pattern.

18
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Gregorian chant
In western Europe in the early Middle Ages the church fell under the
jurisdiction of the Bishop of Rome, later called the Pope. In this region various
Latin chant (or plainchant) repertoires evolved, of which the most important
came to be called Gregorian chant. This repertoire is named after Pope
Gregory I (Gregory the Great; reigned 589–604), under whose aegis much of
the existing chant repertoire was compiled, edited and promulgated through
western Europe. The result was a much greater conformity than had existed
before, with the differing Latin liturgies then in use throughout Europe
becoming absorbed into the Roman one.
Gregorian chant consists of unaccompanied, monophonic melodies in
undulating melodic patterns. It often has a floating, other-worldly quality that
makes it fitting for both prayer and meditation. Like Byzantine chant,
Gregorian chant was organised into eight modes* or tones, classed – again –
according to the scale and melodic formulae used. There is an immense variety
of styles contained within Gregorian chant, from the simple monotone
formulae used for reciting psalms to the more complex antiphons*. Some
chants suitable for soloists are highly ornate and melismatic, while others,
such as hymns, are syllabic and in a strophic* style suitable for less expert
singers. Crux fidelis (CD 1, track 1) is a short text in praise of the ‘faithful
Cross’. It forms part of the hymn Pange lingua by Venantius Fortunatus
(530/40–c. 600) and is sung during Holy Week and on Good Friday.

19
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II. Early Polyphony
From chant to polyphony
Gregorian chant has had an abiding influence on the development of church
and specifically choral music. Not only are a number of its melodies still in
use (and borrowed by churches of widely diverging liturgical traditions), but
the melodies were frequently building blocks in creating the earliest
polyphonic* compositions. The earliest polyphonic music dates from the
ninth century, and its first flowering coincides with the growth in size and
affluence of Europe’s great cities, and with the first wave of cathedral
building. The construction of the great cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris was
virtually completed by 1200, and it was in France too that the earliest type
of polyphonic music, known as organum, was born. Organum is a
harmonisation of plainchant through the addition of one, two or
(exceptionally) three voices. Two composers associated with Notre Dame
who also wrote organum are Léonin (late twelfth century) and Pérotin (late
twelfth to early thirteenth century). Under Pérotin the organum style was
developed to create spellbindingly intricate polyphonic textures in triple
time, with an almost hypnotic effect.

20
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Medieval complexity
Yet these early achievements were only the beginning. Like the architects of
churches who built layer upon layer over a number of generations, so
composers added successive strata to the plainchant foundation. For instance
the motet was based on segments of plainchant laid out in long notes (known
as a cantus firmus*), round which the other voices weaved their own melodies.
The texts of these other voices were often completely distinct from that of the
plainchant and could even be secular. In the late Middle Ages the structure of
the motet reached a bewildering degree of mathematical complexity, but more
popular forms existed alongside it: the conductus, a simple note-against-note
composition, and the carol, a strophic composition with a refrain, often
performed with dancing and probably one of the few vocal forms of this time
that can genuinely claim to be choral. Also popular in style were the student
drinking songs, some of which formed the basis of Carl Orff’s choral work
Carmina burana (1937).
France continued to lead the development of polyphony in the fourteenth
century, producing one outstanding composer, Guillaume de Machaut
(c. 1300–1377). Not only did Machaut compose intensely lyrical songs based on
his own love poetry, he was also an important motet composer, and one of the
first to have set to music the Ordinary* of the mass. His Messe de Notre Dame,
for four voices, may have been written for the coronation of Charles V of
France in 1364, though this is not certain.

21
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‘Contenance angloise’
Polyphonic music dating from before 1450 can often strike modern listeners as
somewhat bare and discordant. This is because the bare intervals of 5th and 4th
played a much greater role in chordal structure than they did in subsequent
periods, and because the use of dissonance was much freer. In the Renaissance,
3rds and 6ths played an increased role in harmony, resulting in a sweeter,
blander sound. This sound, which crept into continental music gradually, seems
to have originated in England; indeed, contemporaries spoke of the
‘contenance angloise’ or ‘English style’. The composer who epitomised this style
more than anyone else was John Dunstable (c. 1385–1453). This English
composer was in the service of the Duke of Bedford, who was allied with the
dukedom of Burgundy, a formidable military power and a rival of France.
Dunstable transmitted the sweet, consonant sound which was already being
practised in England to the composers who worked in the Burgundian
territories, notably Guillaume Dufay (c. 1400–1474).
Burgundian or Franco-Flemish?
In the fifteenth century the Dukes of Burgundy were in possession of large parts
of the lands that now comprise northern France, Belgium and the Netherlands.
A number of cathedrals, notably that of Cambrai, provided opportunities for
musicians, as did the sophisticated court life. A long line of composers, including
Dufay, Ockeghem, Obrecht and Josquin des Prez, originated from this small
22
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area, and this tradition continued well into the sixteenth century, long after the
power of the Dukes of Burgundy had been broken. The above-named
composers form part of a group called the ‘Burgundian’ or ‘Franco-Flemish’
school, the first term referring to the political status quo, the second to
geography. This group made several crucial contributions to the development
of polyphony, particularly to its structure and texture. Medieval music, as we
have seen, was normally based on a fragment of plainchant, laid out in long
notes and sung by the tenor (or ‘holder’). The other voices weaved other
melodies around this cantus firmus, resulting in a heterogeneous texture. In
contrast the music of the succeeding period is more homogeneous: the tenor
came to resemble the other voices and even shared material with them. This
shared material constitutes the beginning of the technique of imitation* which
gradually permeated music in the period from around 1450 to around 1600.
Among the most important type of polyphonic music at this time is the
setting of the Ordinary of the mass. This normally derived its melodic material
from plainchant, but the underlying melody could also be secular: for example,
a great many composers built masses round the tune L’Homme armé, evidently
a popular battle song of the period. In around 1500, composers went a step
further: as well as using melodies to write their polyphonic masses, they started
using polyphonic pieces as their models. Thus the ‘parody mass’* was born: the
earliest examples known came from the pen of Josquin des Prez (see overpage).
Another important trend that took hold in around 1500 was a gradual
loosening of the influence of Gregorian chant. While it still continued to form
the basis of a number of compositions for a century to come, composers started
23
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on occasion to compose freely, without reference to pre-existing material. This
relative and partial freedom coincides with the rediscovery in the West of the
Humanist texts of antiquity. The Church’s monopoly on art and thought was
disappearing, and the Renaissance was under way.
The Renaissance
This new freedom, along with a greater emphasis on personal expression, can
be seen in the work of the Franco-Flemish composer Josquin des Prez
(c. 1450/55–c. 1521). The music of Josquin, who held major posts in courts or
cathedrals in Milan, Rome, Ferrara and Cambrai, embodied many of the trends
already mentioned, including imitation, free melodic invention and personal
expression.
Imitation, with each part entering in turn, can be heard quite clearly in the
first section of his motet Ave Maria gratia plena (CD 1, track 2). Each clause of
the text has its own melody, and initially the parts enter in imitation, starting
with the soprano and descending to the bass. Only at the fourth clause (‘Virgo
serena’) do all four parts sing together as the music moves to a cadence. This
delicate restraint in the use of the full forces is a striking feature of not only this
work but also much of the finest choral music. Other striking features of the
texture of this exquisite miniature are the antiphonal* passages, in which the
higher and lower voices answer each other; the very close canon* at ‘Ave vera
virginitas’, where the tenor copies the soprano melody exactly one beat later
and five notes lower to produce a complex metrical and rhythmic as well as
24
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Josquin des Prez (c. 1450/55–c. 1521)
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textural effect; and the homophonic* concluding bars. This dramatic gesture at
the end (its simplicity the more striking in the wake of the preceding
polyphonic tracery) transforms the work from one of perpetual praise to one of
poignant, personal prayer. It is clear why this particular motet circulated widely
in manuscript in its own time, why it is one of relatively few pieces by the
composer to have been consistently and easily available to modern choirs, and
also why Josquin’s contemporaries acclaimed him as the ‘Prince of Music’.
England in the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance
English composers of the same generation were meanwhile still writing in the
melismatic and expansive style that characterised the generations before
Josquin. Their music is most splendidly and spectacularly preserved in the Eton
Choirbook, a manuscript collection of liturgical music that was compiled in
around 1500. Many of the pieces are by composers who would be completely
unknown to us, such as John Browne, had the whole volume been lost. (In fact
the manuscript is only partially preserved.) The music in this anthology includes
settings of the Magnificat*, votive antiphons*, and the Passion* by Richard
Davy, all of it intended for use during services in the chapel of Eton College.
Many of the pieces are richly scored for more than four voice parts, including
some combinations that seem extraordinary even now, such as tenors and
basses in six parts. Many are of considerable length and rhythmic complexity
and are at the top of the ‘favourites’ list for those fortunate enough to have
had the opportunity to sing them.
26
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John Taverner (c. 1490–1545) was arguably the finest English composer of
the period 1500–1550 and at least the equal of his European contemporaries.
He too favoured the lavish choral sonorities of the Eton Choirbook, as can be
seen in the festal mass settings he provided for great feasts at Cardinal College
(now Christ Church), Oxford, where he was Master of the Choristers in the late
1520s. The Sanctus from the Missa ‘Gloria Tibi Trinitas’ (CD 1, track 3) is slightly
later than much of the Eton music, but still exhibits the traditional features of
that collection, such as a six-part choir, contrasts between full sections and
passages for reduced forces (generally assumed to be intended for soloists), and
soaring prolongations of some syllables purely for reasons of musical line and
general splendour of effect. Perhaps these are audible representations of the
elaborate vaults and arches underneath which the music was first performed.
These masses, and even many of his shorter works, are composed around a
plainchant cantus firmus, a technique that can be heard to great effect in a
work such as Dum transisset sabbatum, in which the closely interwoven
polyphonic writing almost allows us to hear the enveloping ‘aromata’ to which
the text refers.
Closer in style and spirit to the music of Josquin is the votive antiphon
Christe Jesu, pastor bone (which also exists with the opening words
O Wilhelme, pastor bone). This is a freely composed piece without cantus
firmus, in which we immediately hear (CD 1, track 4) an antiphonal exchange
between the upper two and lower three voices of the five-part ensemble. In
modern terms these are soprano, alto, tenor, baritone and bass (SATBarB), a
common mid-sixteenth-century scoring. Taverner makes much less systematic
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use of imitation than can be heard in Josquin’s Ave Maria, but displays a similar
restraint in the use of the full choir (twenty-five out of sixty-five modern bars).
There is a relatively rare example, however, of a brief and temporary expansion
of the available textures when, at the words ‘Et ecclesiam piorum’, the topmost
part is divided to create an SSA trio in answer to the preceding TBarB phrase.
The reference to eternal life (‘aeternae vitae’) in the final phrase of the text
inspires Taverner to write melismas in the style of the Eton Choirbook, before
the polyphony settles onto a sonorously spaced final chord, at which the ‘late
arrival’ of the tenors is something of a stylistic thumbprint.
The Reformation
The Renaissance was a time of enlightenment, characterised by a freedom of
thought supported by the rediscovery of Classical texts. Artists and intellectuals
flourished thanks to the generosity of a new class of super-rich patrons.
Merchants, dukes, monarchs and cardinals vied with one another to obtain the
services of the most sought-after artists, architects and musicians. Opportunities
for musicians abounded, especially in the courts and churches of northern and
central Italy. As churches expanded the number of singers on their pay-rolls,
‘choral’ music, as opposed to vocal music assigned to one voice per part, can be
said to date from this time.
However, the Renaissance was also a time of political and religious
convulsion, not only in Roman Catholic France and Italy but also in the lands
affected by the Reformation. As far back as the fourteenth century, disaffection
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against abuses in the Roman Catholic Church was evident in England and the
Netherlands. In 1517 the resentment came to a head when Martin Luther
(1483–1546) nailed his ninety-five theses (debating points) to the church door
in Wittenberg, Saxony, thus inaugurating the Protestant Reformation. In
England, King Henry VIII was excommunicated by the Pope in 1533 after the
latter had refused to grant him an annulment of his marriage to Catherine of
Aragon, and the English king declared himself head of the Church in England.
This breach became wider with the rise of the Puritan movement and the
official founding of the Church of England (the Anglican Church) under
Elizabeth I (reigned 1558–1603).
The Reformation promoted translation of the Bible and services in the
vernacular. Overly elaborate and learned music was discouraged, and
congregational participation increased with the introduction of simple, syllabic
hymns and psalm settings. Martin Luther, as well as making the first German
translation of the Bible, wrote the words and melodies of a number of hymns
(chorales) still in use in Lutheran and other churches today. The Calvinists,
centred in Geneva, evolved a similar tradition, and the appearance of the
Geneva Psalter (1562) was an important landmark. Based on Theodore de
Beza’s translations into French of the Psalms, the musical settings, by Louis
Bourgeois, are in an even simpler style than that used in the Lutheran chorale.
The Psalter was immensely influential and was soon translated into Dutch,
German and English.
In England, despite the breach with Rome, Roman Catholic influences
lingered on, co-existing alongside the Protestant innovations. The two greatest
29

Discover Choral Music Booklet 7-6-7

15/6/07

10:33 am

Page 30

DISCOVER CHORAL MUSIC

English polyphonists of the century, Tallis and Byrd, were Roman Catholics, yet
they flourished relatively unscathed. They both contributed to the old Catholic
liturgies while also writing music for the new English services.
Thomas Tallis (c. 1505–1585) may appear to have been in the wrong place
at the wrong time (organist of Waltham Abbey in Essex when Henry VIII
ordered the dissolution of the monasteries), but he remained both active and
in demand as a composer and organist, and he was appointed a Gentleman of
the Chapel Royal. For the English rite he wrote the four-voiced anthem If ye
love me, using the simple syllabic style favoured by the Protestants; however,
the singers are also kept alert and rewarded by the brief passages of imitation
(‘and I will pray… that he may…’), which emerge and re-emerge seamlessly
from and into the preceding and succeeding phrases.
More typical of the mature Tallis is the Latin motet In manus tuas, Domine
(CD 1, track 5). This was published in the famous Cantiones sacrae of 1575 which
Tallis and his former pupil William Byrd, by then joint organists of the Chapel
Royal, produced to mark their being awarded a patent for the printing of
manuscript paper and polyphonic music. In manus is a restrained setting of an
evening prayer in five parts (SATBarB). Imitation is used extensively though not
systematically, and the word-setting is syllabic. Most striking is Tallis’s use of the
piquant harmonic effect called a false relation*, a special hallmark of English
music in this period, one which epitomised the freer use of dissonance generally
in English music of the time. The false relation can be heard most dramatically
in this piece when the alto and tenor parts ‘collide’ shortly after the first
soprano entry and, more subtly, in the final cadence where the parts involved
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Thomas Tallis (c. 1505–1585)
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are soprano and baritone. The same device is also a frequent occurrence in
Tallis’s magnum opus, the forty-part motet Spem in alium. This work is rarely
performed because of its large vocal forces; in 2005, however, the
quincentenary of the composer’s assumed birth date inspired an unprecedented
number of performances and recordings.
When Tallis died, William Byrd (c. 1540–1623) found himself in sole
possession of the right to print music in England and swiftly issued a number of
volumes of his own work – the Psalmes, Sonets and Songs (1588) and the two
volumes of Cantiones sacrae in 1589 and 1591; two books of Gradualia
followed, in 1605 and 1607. Byrd is also the author of three surviving masses,
one each for three, four and five voices.
The Cantiones are all Latin motets; which would have been unlikely to
receive public liturgical performances. Many of the texts, blameless biblical
passages at first glance, are clearly intended as comments on the repression in
England of the Catholic faith. Byrd and members of his family were regularly
fined for their continuing and overt Catholicism, though it seems that his
musical fame and unofficial royal support meant that the fines were not
actually collected. Laudibus in sanctis (CD 1, track 6) is from the second book of
Cantiones. Its text is a Latin paraphrase of Psalm 150, with its exhortations to
praise God with singing, trumpet, lyre, drums, organs, psalteries, dance and
cymbals. Certain technical features of the original notation suggest that Byrd
wished this piece to be sung quite quickly (it was to be several decades yet
before tempo markings were routinely indicated by composers); at one point,
triple time is used to underline the image of dancing. The concluding
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b

a

On the death of Thomas Tallis in 1585, Byrd composed a setting of this
anonymous text, subtitled ‘Elegy on the death of Thomas Tallis, 23rd
November, 1585’:
Ye sacred Muses, race of Jove,
Whom Music’s lore delighteth,
Come down from crystal heav’ns above
To earth, where sorrow dwelleth,
In mourning weeds, with tears in eyes:
Tallis is dead, and Music dies.
Two early writers link Byrd’s early career with Tallis. In a prefatory poem to
the Tallis and Byrd Cantiones sacrae of 1575 Sir Ferdinando Heybourne
refers to himself and Byrd having a ‘common master’ in Tallis, and the
seventeenth-century antiquary Anthony à Wood refers to Byrd’s being ‘bred

c

d

up under Tallis’.
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b

a

In the preface to his Gradualia of 1605, Byrd wrote perceptively on the
relationship between words and music:
‘For even as among artisans it is shameful in a craftsman to make a rude
piece of work from some precious material, so indeed to sacred words in
which the praises of God and of the Heavenly host are sung, none but some
celestial harmony (so far as our powers avail) will be proper. Moreover in
these words, as I have learned by trial, there is such a profound and hidden
power that to one thinking upon things divinely and diligently and
earnestly pondering them, all the fittest numbers [the most suitable notes]
occur as if of themselves and freely offer themselves to the mind which is
not indolent or inert.’
Byrd published a further volume of Gradualia in 1607.

c

d
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peroration is invested with a sense of grandeur by means of the consistent and
prominent use of much longer note-values than those of the preceding
‘halleluia’. It is this rhythmic inventiveness and variety, perhaps developed
through his much greater involvement with secular music, that most
distinguishes the music of Byrd from that of his continental contemporaries.
The Counter-Reformation
Responding to the challenge presented by the Reformation, the Roman
Catholic Church embarked on a programme of radical reforms in the second
half of the sixteenth century. The objectives of this ‘Counter-Reformation’
included the stamping out of abuses, the reform of Church governance and the
encouragement of lay devotion. It was in order to discuss and implement these
reforms that the Council of Trent (1545–63) was convened, and the topics of
discussion included liturgy and music. The Council members discouraged secular
elements in church music (such as the use of secular melodies or chansons as the
basis for a paraphrase mass* or parody mass) and insisted that the words should
be ‘clearly understood by all’; the music should turn the soul’s attention to
heavenly things, not merely give ‘empty pleasure’ to the ear.
Much of the music of the latter part of the sixteenth century, the so-called
‘Golden Age’ of polyphony, reflects these ideals to a greater or lesser extent. As
the century progresses, one can detect a less dense polyphonic interweaving of
the voices and a more chordal, homophonic style in which the words, being
declaimed by all the voices at the same time, are more easily audible.
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Among the leading composers of church music to Latin texts were the
Franco-Flemish Orlande de Lassus (1532–1594), who worked mostly in Munich,
and the Italian Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (c. 1525/6–1594), who worked
for most of his life as a singer and choirmaster in Rome. Lassus’s music is more
compact, audacious and expressive, while Palestrina’s is more suave and
reticent, its rounded smoothness taking its cue from Gregorian chant. Both in
his lifetime and for generations afterwards Palestrina was famed for the purity
of his style, in which the melodies moved predominantly by step and the
rhythms and dissonances were carefully controlled. His Missa ‘Aeterna Christi
munera’ (of which the Agnus Dei can be heard on CD 1, track 7) was published
in the composer’s fifth book of masses (1590). Its melodic material is developed
from a hymn tune written at least 400 years earlier.
The Spanish composer Tomás Luis de Victoria (1548–1611) spent a significant
part of his career in Rome in the late sixteenth century. Here he was successively
a student, singer, choirmaster and priest. His music shares with that of Palestrina
a similar stylistic integrity. It was the intensity of much of his music in minor
modes that initially made an impact on modern musicians, music such as O
magnum mysterium (CD 1, track 8). At the opening of this devotional Christmas
motet the expressive use of rising and falling semitones colours the third word
and he later uses solemn repeated chords to emphasise ‘O beata virgo’ before,
as he so often does, changing to triple time for the ‘alleluia’. However, among
Victoria’s contemporaries it was for his joyful music that he was more highly
praised. Almost his entire output was published during his lifetime, some of it
more than once, and among these eleven substantial volumes are a number of
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Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (c. 1525/6–1594)
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works in which the singers are divided into two or more separate groups. These
are often contrasted, as in the ebullient Marian antiphon Regina caeli laetare.
This groups the singers into SSAT/SATB ensembles, and these are deployed as
either one large and brilliant-sounding choir with its emphasis on the higher
voices or as two separate units which sing relatively extended passages on their
own. They are also used to obtain exciting antiphonal effects, especially in the
‘alleluia’ sections, which are again in triple time. Such polychoral* textures
became especially characteristic of Roman church music, especially in the first
half of the seventeenth century.
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III. The Baroque Period
From Renaissance to Baroque
The thirty or so years around 1600 were a time of great innovation and stylistic
change in music, especially in Italy. Composers became more aware of the
power of pure melody, as opposed to the interplay of equally important
musical lines; harmonic vocabulary expanded and dissonance was used more
freely and to more expressive effect; instrumental music and instrumentalists
began to achieve the same importance as vocal music and singers, and voices
and instruments began to combine on equal terms; music-making in secular
contexts achieved the same status as in church; and the concept of the virtuoso
soloist, both vocal and instrumental, became important. The bass line took on
an independence of its own; this developed into the basso continuo*.
Eventually, the seventeenth century was to see the birth of the orchestra, the
concerto, the dance suite, the solo (and trio) sonata, opera and oratorio.
‘Concerto’ is a key concept for this period (see box on page 45). Derived
from the Latin concertare, meaning ‘to compete’ or ‘to contend’ (but the same
word in Italian means ‘to arrange’ or ‘to agree’), the word concerto as used in
around 1600 denoted any large combination of voices and instruments. (Only
later in the period did the meaning change to become what we understand
today: a piece for solo instrument(s) and orchestra.) The ‘concerto’ style was
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pioneered by two Venetian composers, Andrea Gabrieli (?1532/3–1585) and his
nephew Giovanni Gabrieli (c. 1554/7–1612). The composers were both organists
at the basilica of St Mark in Venice, a Byzantine church renowned for its
sumptuous music, especially the use of two or more spatially separated choirs
(cori spezzati). The two composers’ Concerti of 1587 comprise madrigals* and
motets scored for between six and sixteen voices. Giovanni’s later music
combines choirs, soloists and brass instruments, and he uses these contrasting
sonorities to create musical structures to splendid effect.
Also important during this period is the development of the chorus in
secular music; this phenomenon is closely intertwined with the development of
opera. Already in the Renaissance, vocal pieces were sung as interludes
(intermedi) to plays, commenting on the action as in ancient Greek drama, or
rendering homage to the patron who had organised the spectacle. One of the
most spectacular sets of polychoral interludes was staged in Florence in 1589,
with elaborate scenic effects, to celebrate the marriage of Grand Duke
Ferdinand of Tuscany with Christine of Lorraine. The chorus continued to play
a central role in opera – a form invented in Florence in around 1600 – and was
especially important in France, in the operas of Lully and Rameau. At first its
role was structural, but later the chorus became more dramatic, its members
participating directly in the action.
In the years around 1600 the leading champion of the ‘avant garde’ was
Claudio Monteverdi (1567–1643). His madrigals, which provoked a furore
because of their especially bold dissonances, catapulted him into the limelight.
From Mantua, where he produced one of the earliest operas, Orfeo, in 1607, he
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transferred to Venice, where he was choirmaster at St Mark’s from 1610. It was
here that he published the famous Vespro della Beata Vergine of 1610,
commonly known as Monteverdi’s ‘Vespers’. But this popular abbreviated title is
both misleading and less than fully informative about the contents of a volume
that confused and divided twentieth-century scholars and performers and is still
not fully understood by all those who sing and play its contents. The original
title page gave greatest prominence firstly to the fact that all the music was
intended for feasts of the Blessed Virgin, then to a parody mass for six voices
based on themes from a motet by Gombert, the rhythmic intricacy and
consistently full texture of which still present great challenges to performers.
Only then, and in much smaller type, are we told that there are also pieces
suitable for use at a service of Vespers* on Marian feasts and that the strictly
liturgical items in this group – the psalms, hymn and Magnificat – are composed
around plainchant melodies.
The second of the five psalms, Laudate pueri Dominum (CD 1, track 9), is a
good representation of the Janus-like characteristics of this music and the kind
of issues which performers have to resolve. Monteverdi’s rubric says ‘à 8 voci
sole nel Organo’, which could mean eight solo voices, or eight vocal parts
without instruments other than the organ. Most modern performances of this
movement divide the music between full choir and soloists, though just the
latter might well have been Monteverdi’s expectation. The old-fashioned
imitations at the opening are based firmly on the plainchant formula to which
the words of the psalm could be simply recited. However, for the second verse
we move into a newer world: sopranos sing a graceful duet, often in 3rds with
41
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Claudio Monteverdi (1567–1643)
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each other, a tenor declaims the cantus firmus, and simple chords provide a
foundation. Later, virtuoso tenors and basses are given their opportunity to
display their new skills, though the whole edifice continues to be anchored by
the presence of the slowly moving chant.
Birth of oratorio
The main centres of sacred music in early-seventeenth-century Italy were
Venice and Rome. It was in Rome that a type of choral music emerged that was
to have momentous historic repercussions. The word ‘oratorio’ originally
meant ‘oratory’ or ‘prayer hall’, but it soon came to denote a type of choral
music based on a biblical story or religious theme. Usually the characters in the
story would be represented by individual singers, with the chorus representing
crowds or nations, or commenting on the action; one singer would also assume
the role of narrator. One especially important subtype of the oratorio is the
Passion, which narrates the Last Supper, and the betrayal, arrest, trial and
crucifixion of Jesus.
The oratorio had its roots in Rome in the sixteenth century, when the priest
St Philip Neri founded the Congregazione dell’Oratorio (1556). This religious
order aimed to reach out to less-educated people by presenting relatively
informal services which included scripture readings and the singing of spiritual
songs in Italian (laude) rather than Latin. It took perhaps half a century for the
concept of a non-staged dramatic motet – what we would now term an
oratorio – to emerge from the early-seventeenth-century mix of religious
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operas, story-telling hymns and musical dialogues. Its development was
powerfully aided by the invention of recitative, a non-metrical kind of musical
speech also used in opera – which helped make the presentation of the
narrative more vivid and dramatic.
The first master of this new genre was Giacomo Carissimi (1605–1674). His
settings of the Old Testament stories of Hezekiah, Jephtha and Jonah use texts
which combine the biblical originals with flights of interpretative fancy. The
music makes limited use of instruments other than those of the continuo
section (the basso continuo), and the vocal lines are a well-balanced mixture of
plain recitative for the narration and attractive solo melodies for the
characters. The choir does not have a significant role, though it often creates
the most powerful moments, such as the war-like victory chorus and concluding
lamentation in Jephte and the final section of Jonas (CD 1, tracks 10–11). Here
the soprano ‘Historicus’ (narrator) swiftly despatches the end of the story, and
the Ninevites, in an eight-part chorus of great harmonic richness and textural
finesse, regret their wrongdoing.
The Baroque spreads north
Heinrich Schütz (1585–1672) was the first great German Baroque composer. He
twice went to Venice to study, first with Giovanni Gabrieli, then with
Monteverdi. From Gabrieli he received a thorough grounding in counterpoint*,
the fruit of which is a book of madrigals issued in 1611. From 1617 he was
Kapellmeister (director of music) to the Elector of Saxony in Dresden. His great
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achievement was to assimilate the new Italian trends in early-seventeenthcentury music and to combine these with a traditional German seriousness of
purpose and with the rhythms and character of the German language. He
composed spectacular polychoral settings of psalms and more intimate sacred
music for just a few voices and instruments, but like Monteverdi he was
reluctant to cast aside completely the traditional compositional skills in which
he was first trained. As late as 1648 he published – under the title Geistliche
Chormusik (‘sacred choral music’) – a set of motets that combine old-fashioned
polyphony with a modern approach to musical rhetoric. In his preface Schütz

b

a

In the Preface to his Geistliche Chormusik of 1648 Schütz refers to the

‘concertante style’. ‘Concertante’, like ‘concerto’, refers to the combination
of music and instruments above an independent instrumental bass line:
‘The basis of all solid composing – even in the concertante style – must be an
exacting study of counterpoint, without which the resultant music (even if
it should sound like heavenly harmonies to unschooled ears) will not pass
muster with experienced composers nor be considered by them to be worth

c

much more than an empty nutshell.’
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makes suggestions about how the music could be performed, and he
encourages young composers to master the traditional contrapuntal idiom
before tackling the newer melodic styles.
And a young composer would have found some formidable models here.
Die mit Tränen säen (CD 1, track 12) is one of the five-part (SSATB) pieces, a text
from the psalms. (The performance on this CD adopts Schütz’s suggestion of
suitable instruments doubling the voices.) The opening phrases show Schütz
carefully matching the musical rhythms to the natural rhythms and moods of
the text; his resourcefulness in manipulating texture is a constant reason for
admiration. The first half of the first sentence (‘Those who sow in tears’) is set
in a sombre fashion for SST, but this gloom is swiftly dispelled by the change to
triple time for ‘shall reap in joy’. These words are then repeated, beginning
with the lower voices, and each phrase is given a more expansive treatment
using the full choir. In the following section ‘weinen’ (‘weep’) is highlighted by
poignant dissonances between the soprano parts, but this device is then all but
banished from the lively music at the conclusion. The magnificent
craftsmanship and detailed expression of the text in this motet is typical of the
whole collection, one of the most important musical publications in
seventeenth-century Germany.
Schütz was also the first significant composer to write oratorios in the
German language. His three Passions are still in the austerely liturgical style,
closer to the Renaissance motet than the modern oratorio. Much more
forward-looking is his delightful Christmas Story. Only by the skin of its teeth
did this important piece come down to us in anything like a performable form,
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Heinrich Schütz (1585–1672)
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as the Evangelist’s recitative was the sole music published by the composer
(in 1664) and the remainder, still in manuscript, was undiscovered until 1908,
though still minus most of the first movement. The recitative, Schütz claimed
(and he was in an excellent position to know), was the first time that the
German language had been set to music in this style. The other movements –
the opening and concluding choruses and elaborate instrumentally
accompanied music for the Angel, Shepherds and so on – were not published,
since Schütz doubted that any choirmaster other than himself would have the
resources to perform them. He did express a willingness to hire out the music
and also suggested that others could write their own music for the set
speeches. It is doubtful, however, that any of his contemporaries could have
managed this task with anything like the charm of the original. Each of the
various characters has a special instrumental colour (recorders for the
shepherds and trumpets for Herod, for instance) and, above all, memorable
tunes. Little details such as the ‘rocking cradle’ motif that underpins the Angel’s
words to Mary and the little semiquaver flourish to which the word ‘Stern’
(‘star’) is consistently set also impress themselves upon the attentive listener.
A short introductory recitative and Schütz’s music for the Wise Men can be
heard on CD 1, track 13.
‘Le Grand Siècle’
Baroque architecture, art and music reached unsurpassed grandeur and dignity
in seventeenth-century France. Louis XIV (reigned 1643–1715) was the epitome
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Marc-Antoine Charpentier (1643–1704)
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of the absolute monarch, and he used the arts to project his image as a dazzling
focus of centralised power. At the newly built gigantic palace at Versailles he
gathered the most famous dramatists, artists and musicians. The majestic,
solemn music of Jean-Baptiste Lully (1632–1687), Marc-Antoine Charpentier
(1643–1704) and Michel-Richard de Lalande (1657–1726) is in perfect keeping
with the triumphalist political ideology of the time. Lully was the son of a
Florentine miller, but it was he, as Louis XIV’s most exalted musical employee,
who established a distinctive French style based on ornate melodic lines,
characteristic dance rhythms and the combination of music, drama and ballet.
He wrote twenty-five motets, eleven of which are grands motets employing a
five-part orchestra for the introduction and interludes (ritournelles).
Because of the stranglehold that Lully exercised on music-making at the
French court, his chief rival Charpentier was forced to work independently of
court patronage. After studying with Carissimi in Rome in the 1660s
Charpentier achieved fame as maître de musique to Marie de Lorraine, Duchess
of Guise; as composer to Molière’s theatrical troupe; as maître de musique at
the principal Jesuit church in Paris, a post described at the time as ‘among the
most brilliant’ in French musical life; and for the last six years of his life, from
1698, as maître at the Sainte-Chapelle, a post second in status only to the
musical directorship of the royal chapel at Versailles. Unusually for French
composers at this time, Charpentier wrote as many as eleven settings of the
mass, which include works as contrasting as the charming Messe de minuit, a
piece for Christmas based on carol tunes, and the imposing Messe à quatre
choeurs (four SATB groups). Just as Mozart has K numbers, so Charpentier has
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H numbers which are essential for identifying precisely works with similar titles,
such as the ten Magnificat or four Te Deum* settings among his output. (The
trumpet prelude to the Te Deum H146 is recognised by millions who otherwise
know nothing of the composer, the piece having been adopted as the motto
theme for Eurovision broadcasts.)

a

b

Charpentier wrote his own epitaph, Epitaphium Carpentarii, which he even

set to music (H474). Its sardonic tone expresses his resentment of Lully and
his followers (the ‘ignorant ones’), who he believed prevented his obtaining
the patronage of the King. Elsewhere in the epitaph he uses some
complicated Latin puns to criticise as ‘goat-like’ the music of François
Chaperon, his predecessor at the Sainte-Chapelle:
‘I am he who was born long ago and was widely known in this century, but
now I am naked and nothing, dust in a tomb, at an end, and food of
worms… I was a musician, considered good by the good musicians, and
ignorant by the ignorant ones. And since those who scorned me were more
numerous than those who praised me, music brought me small honour and

c

d

great burdens. And just as I at birth brought nothing into this world, thus
when I died I took nothing away.’
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Like Monteverdi, Charpentier also wrote many psalm settings and other
music for use at Vespers, including a number of settings of the Salve Regina,
an anthem in honour of the Virgin Mary that was sung at the end of a Vespers
service for much of the year. The most elaborate of these, and one of his finest
works, is H24 (CD 1, track 14), which requires three groups of singers totalling
eleven parts (SATB/SATB/ATB), each group having, ideally, its own supporting
bass instrument plus basso continuo. At the opening the two SATB choirs are
treated as one eight-part unit while a theme derived from the ancient
plainchant melody for these words is woven into a rich imitative tapestry. At
‘salve Virgo’, the two groups separate for a series of antiphonal exchanges
before flowing counterpoint returns for the ‘salve’ that concludes this portion
of the text. We now discover the role of the ATB group. They represent the
text’s ‘exiled children of Eve’, and a very striking effect can be achieved in a
live performance if they can be placed apart from the main choirs. The
harmonic progression with which Charpentier depicts ‘this valley of tears’ (‘in
hac lacrymarum valle’) is of a kind that would have sent Monteverdi’s critics
apoplectic with rage and would still sound striking in a late-Romantic, let
alone a mid-Baroque, context. A further antiphonal passage follows before
the music changes to a slow triple time for the final series of invocations. Here,
Charpentier uses a startling sequence of chords for the repeated ‘O’, and then
colours the first syllable of ‘dulcis’ with a typically rich dissonance. The final
chord of this minor-key masterpiece is major (a device called a tierce de
Picardie). Seldom has such a resolution of musical tension been so sorely
needed.
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One obvious way in which Charpentier learnt from Carissimi was in the
composing of oratorios. These histoires sacrées, as he called them, often make
use of the chorus as a narrator as well as either a character or a source of
dramatic effect. Outstanding among his many fine works in this genre are the
Dialogus inter angelus et pastores Judeae (H420), one of many Christmas
pieces; Le Reniement de St Pierre (H424), a vivid representation of St Peter’s
denial of Christ (with a final chorus of great pathos that suggests he was
familiar with his teacher’s Jephte); and, in French, the Pastorale (H483),
another Christmas work.
Seventeenth-century England
The development of music in seventeenth-century England was severely
disrupted by the Civil War and Commonwealth period (1649–1660). Before the
war, composers carried on the polyphonic tradition of the previous century. The
Puritan interregnum saw a curtailment of music both in cathedrals and at
court. The Restoration (1660) inaugurated a period in which new stylistic
currents were imported, first from France, then from Italy.
Late-Elizabethan and Jacobean composers, men such as Thomas Weelkes
(?1576–1623, organist successively of Winchester and Chichester Cathedrals),
Orlando Gibbons (1583–1625, holder of music degrees from both Cambridge
and Oxford) and Thomas Tomkins (1572–1656, organist at Worcester
Cathedral), composed anthems and canticles in two distinct styles – verse and
full. Both were essentially polyphonic, but in the former the organ or
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occasionally other instruments played independent lines around a small
number of solo vocal parts, the full choir being used only at climactic moments.
O God, the King of Glory (CD 1, track 15), a verse anthem by Gibbons for
Ascension Day, exemplifies this style to perfection. The organ begins with a
theme that is then taken up successively by the voices of the solo ensemble. After
the first choral section there is a duet for two altos in which they and the organ
can clearly be heard exchanging the same musical ideas – in theory the organ
part could be fitted with the words – before a relatively extended, mainly choral
passage sweeps the anthem to its conclusion. Full anthems and canticles, using all
voices throughout, did not require instrumental participation, and most modern
performances are indeed unaccompanied, though there is plenty of evidence
suggesting that this was not necessarily the standard practice when the music
was new. Weelkes’s Hosanna to the Son of David (CD 1, track 16) demonstrates
that the organ need not be obtrusive and can, indeed, serve the useful musical
purpose of binding the texture together when contrapuntal hurly-burly is at its
most vigorous (at, for example, ‘that cometh in the name of the Lord’).
Henry Purcell (1659–1695) was greatly indebted to the polyphonic tradition
that culminated in the composers discussed above. Building on this base, he
introduced the newer, more expressive and theatrical style already pioneered
in France. He was encouraged by the fact that the newly restored monarch,
Charles II, had spent his exile at the court of Louis XIV and had developed a
taste for French music.
Remarkably little detail is known about either Purcell’s personal or his
professional life. His principal appointments were as a boy chorister at the
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Henry Purcell (1659–1695)
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Chapel Royal; organist of Westminster Abbey from 1679, by which time he had
also made some impact as a composer at the court; one of the Chapel Royal
organists, and a member of the choir, from 1682; and Keeper of the King’s
Instruments from 1683. Subsequent monarchs (James II in 1685 and William III in
1689) renewed the court appointments until his death in 1695. Poignantly, the
music which he had composed for Queen Mary’s funeral just a few months
earlier was repeated at his own.
Purcell resumed the pre-war tradition of full and verse anthems, though with
some significant differences from the music of Gibbons. Intriguingly, although
Purcell himself was clearly a fine organist he uses the instrument purely to
support, not consort with, the voices. Even in passages for just one solo voice the
accompaniment is just that – a simple bass above which the player would
improvise suitable chords, rather than a fully composed keyboard texture.
Typical of the anthems from Purcell’s early years as Abbey organist is O God,
thou hast cast us out (CD 1, track 17). The basic sound is that of a six-part choir
(SSAATB) and, as in the music of the Elizabethans, the texture is imitative. The
shape of the opening melodic line, however, is much more angular than any
Renaissance composer would have written, perhaps in response to the text. The
next two clauses are heard simultaneously, one to a rising the other to a falling
phrase, before a cadence, richly dissonant in a Tallis-like vein, is reached. The
creation and resolution of dissonance continues to be an important means of
musical propulsion towards the conclusion of this extended full section. The
central part of the anthem is labelled ‘verse’, meaning in this context that a
reduced number of singers should be used on each musical line. Often Purcell
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contrasts SSA and ATB trio textures at moments like this even where the basic
scoring of the anthem is only SATB, though in this case the high/low antiphonal
contrasts arise naturally from the basic six-part sonority of the choral writing. At
‘through God we will do great acts’ bold chords in a major key announce the
return of the choir and the final section of the anthem.
Purcell’s music for Charles II’s Chapel Royal is for rather more elaborate
forces, reflecting the King’s desire to hear the English equivalent of the grands
motets so beloved of the Versailles court. This meant the deployment of a
string orchestra to play introductions to and interludes between the sung
sections, which were assigned for the most part to combinations of solo voices.
The full choir’s contribution was limited to the occasional passage. The many
extended secular vocal works which Purcell composed for either the court or
other patrons are in much the same style: for example Hail bright Cecilia and
Come ye sons of art (for St Cecilia’s Day in 1692 and Queen Mary’s birthday in
1694 respectively) contain impressive choral moments but are scarcely choral
works in the fullest sense. They were nonetheless an important influence on
Handel as he began to create the English choral style of the following century.
The late Baroque
European music in the early eighteenth century was dominated by Antonio
Vivaldi (1678–1741), Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750) and George Frideric
Handel (1685–1759). The works of all three composers represent the culmination
of the stylistic elements normally termed ‘Baroque’: greater segmentation of the
57

Discover Choral Music Booklet 7-6-7

15/6/07

10:33 am

Page 58

DISCOVER CHORAL MUSIC

text, with longer, more elaborate separate movements often devoted to just a
single phrase; clear distinction between recitative and aria; more sophisticated
and virtuoso use of solo instruments in dialogue with the soloists; and the
incorporation of instrumental forms and idioms into choral music.
Vivaldi, a Venetian priest, spent most of his life working as maestro di
violino and maestro de’ concerti at a girls’ orphanage in Venice. As well as
bringing the instrumental concerto to the height of sophistication, he wrote a
number of oratorios (all but one of which have perished) and motets. His most
popular choral work is undoubtedly his Gloria, the text of which is from the
Ordinary of the Mass. The Gloria is one of the longest portions of the Ordinary,
and Vivaldi sets it in expansive style, scoring it for SSA soloists, chorus, oboe,
trumpet and strings. Each movement has its own characteristic sound and
mood, and the bright sound of the scurrying strings supported by trumpet in
the first movement is particularly attractive.
Protestant northern Germany produced an astonishing supply of church
cantors and organists, culminating in J.S. Bach. All were heirs of the tradition
founded by Martin Luther, and the Lutheran chorale runs like a backbone
through the church music of most composers during this period. Among the
more distinguished of Bach’s predecessors was Dietrich Buxtehude (1637–1707),
organist at the Marienkirche in Lübeck. Such was his fame that the young Bach
walked over 200 miles from Arnstadt, risking the wrath of his then employer,
to hear one of Buxtehude’s concerts.
From 1723 until his death Bach was Cantor at St Thomas’s School and
Church in Leipzig. His principal task was the provision of a cantata* for most
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Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750)
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Sundays and some other occasions during the year – about sixty cantatas in
total. Bach devoted himself to this task until about 1730, by which time, it is
generally believed, he had completed five annual sets. Thereafter, he was
content for the most part to repeat works on a routine, Sunday-by-Sunday
basis, new cantatas after this date being on the whole for secular events or in
praise of prominent people. These, however, were subsequently fitted to new
texts and revised for liturgical purposes. Most of the Christmas Oratorio, for
example, was first heard with secular words, which explains why Part 1 of that
work begins with its famous timpani solo: the first words of the original were
‘Tönet, ihr Pauken’ (‘Resound, ye drums’).
Approximately two-thirds of Bach’s church cantatas have survived the
ravages of time. They were mostly intended for the lengthy Hauptgottesdienst
(principal divine service), which fell into three sections: music, readings and
prayers establishing the theme of the day; the sermon; administration of
Communion and concluding rites. The cantata was sung shortly before the
sermon, was regarded as an integral part of the preaching, and had to last
about twenty minutes.
A typical Bach cantata consists of six movements. The opening was usually
the most imposing, most often a chorus but sometimes an orchestral
movement. This was then followed by two recitative–aria pairs, after which the
work ended with a chorale verse.
Most distinctive among the corpus of the cantatas are those that comprise
Bach’s second cycle, composed for use in the year beginning on the first Sunday
after Trinity Sunday, 1724. Many of these are often referred to as chorale
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b

a

Johann Sebastian Bach fought constantly with the Leipzig Town Council,
which he accused of being ‘little interested in music’. His battles reached
their climax in 1730 when he directed a famous letter entitled Short but most

necessary draft for a well-appointed church music, with certain modest reflections on
the decline of the same, which includes the following blunt warning:
‘There is no time to instruct [less able] pupils first for years until they are
ready to be used, but on the contrary: as soon as they are accepted, they are
assigned to the various choirs and they must at least be sure of rhythm and
pitch in order to be of use in divine service. Now, if each year some of those
who have accomplished something in their musical studies leave the school
and their places are taken by others who either are not ready to be used or
have no ability whatsoever, it is easy to understand that the chorus musicus
must decline.’
His aims were to make it clear what he was expected to do, which was to
provide music in five churches every Sunday; to explain why he did not have
the resources to do this; and to achieve changes in the statutes and the
admissions policy of St Thomas’s School that would enable him to carry out

c

his duties more satisfactorily.

d

He had little success.
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cantatas as they are based to a greater or lesser extent on the words and music
of a chorale appropriate for that particular Sunday. Bach did not at this time
complete a whole year’s worth of such pieces but considered it worthwhile in
the later 1720s to go back to the genre in order to complete the set. Among
these later additions is the cantata for the Reformation Festival, Ein feste Burg
ist unser Gott (Cantata No. 80). This invigorating work, based on Luther’s wellknown hymn, has the kind of convoluted background shared by many of Bach’s
compositions. Its life began in Lent 1715 when Bach wrote Cantata No. 80a, a
six-movement work with no chorus but which quoted the melody of Ein feste
Burg in the oboe part of the opening aria and ended with a vocal verse from
the hymn. At Leipzig Bach had no use for this cantata as the liturgy did not
admit elaborate music during the penitential seasons (Advent and Lent), but in
around 1730 he reused it with additional movements for another occasion.
Later still, the first movement gained parts for trumpets and drums, though
these are sometimes omitted in modern performances as they are thought to
be by Wilhelm Friedemann Bach, Sebastian’s eldest son.
The two new movements (which can be heard together with the
concluding chorale harmonisation on CD 1, tracks 18–20) use dramatically
contrasted styles of choral writing. In the new opening movement Bach uses
the hymn melody as a cantus firmus, presented in canon by the highest and
lowest instruments at the top and bottom of the texture. This strict musical
principle is seen by some as a symbol of the all-embracing nature of divine law.
The animated choral parts are also derived from the chorale as they consist of
a series of short fugues* based on each phrase of the melody in turn. After this
62

Discover Choral Music Booklet 7-6-7

15/6/07

10:33 am

Page 63

DISCOVER CHORAL MUSIC

comes the vigorous bass aria which originally opened the cantata, though the
former oboe part is now sung as a soprano line. In the newly added second
movement, turbulent orchestral writing depicts the threats of the devil,
whereas the choir holds fast to its cantus firmus, sung most unusually in octaves
by all the singers.
Bach also wrote a special set of six cantatas to which he gave the collective
title of Oratorium: this is the Christmas Oratorio, the individual parts of which
were first performed in 1734–5 on six separate occasions from Christmas to
Epiphany. It is instructive to contrast Bach’s handling of the narrative to
Schütz’s (compare an extract from Bach’s fifth cantata, CD 1, tracks 21–23, with
the equivalent moment in Schütz, CD 1, track 13). By Bach’s time it was
expected that Lutheran oratorio would present and also meditate upon the
core narrative so that the listener would be presented with both the historical
events and their continuing spiritual relevance in swift juxtaposition. Thus the
question ‘Where is the new-born King of the Jews?’ is interrupted in Bach’s
setting with a contemporary soloist’s answer: ‘Seek him in my breast’. There is
then a similar response to the second part of the chorus before a symbolic ‘all’
is given the opportunity to endorse these emotions in a verse from a chorale.
Such moments are also the very essence of Bach’s Passions, and his Easter and
Ascension Oratorios reflect the trend already apparent in Italian oratorios for
the interpretation and meditation to all but swamp direct biblical quotation.
By 1770 a work such as Die letzten Leiden des Erlösers (‘The Last Sufferings of
the Saviour’) by C.P.E. Bach (J.S. Bach’s second surviving son) would contain no
biblical quotation at all, though allusion to the familiar text was frequent.
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Apart from the cantatas, Bach wrote a number of works on a larger scale,
notably the Mass in B minor and the Passions based on the Gospel accounts of St
Matthew and St John. The Mass has a particularly expressive ‘Crucifixus’ (part of
the Credo); this movement illustrates the influence of instrumental on vocal
music, based as it is on a chaconne (an instrumental form in triple time over a
recurring bass). The two Passions are among the most elaborate passion oratorios
ever written, the St Matthew Passion being scored for double chorus to
particularly dramatic effect. This last work, along with Handel’s Messiah and
Haydn’s Creation, has remained a favourite with choral societies; yet in his lifetime
Bach the composer was considered too old-fashioned, though he was recognised
as an outstanding organist. It was not until Mendelssohn’s famous revival of the
St Matthew Passion in 1829 that Bach was rescued from relative obscurity.
Bach’s contemporary Handel had a more international career. He was born
in Halle, northern Germany, and began his musical training in his home town.
However, his trip to Italy in 1706–9 proved decisive in the formation of his
mature compositional style, and it was above all as a composer and promoter
of Italian operas that he gained fame in London from 1711, becoming
permanently resident there the following year. Handel’s breadth of outlook is
shown by his writing of music for not only the Lutheran (an early Passion
setting) but the Catholic (the Latin psalms) and Anglican churches. Conspicuous
in this last category are the four Coronation Anthems of 1727, at least one of
which has been sung at every subsequent British coronation. He was the
natural choice to supply any formal occasional music required for the Chapel
Royal, such as the ‘Dettingen’ Te Deum, performed on 27 November 1743 to
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celebrate a military victory over the French in which the King himself had
commanded the troops. This setting is one of many in which Handel borrowed
ideas – ranging from short phrases to whole movements – from another
composer or work, in this case a Te Deum usually described as being by
Francesco Urio (but which may well have been an early work by Handel
himself). The final movement (CD 2, track 1) shows Handel in a predominantly
reflective mood, though the final bars are more assertive.
In England Handel enjoyed the patronage of King George I (who, as Elector
of Hanover, had earlier been Handel’s patron). A number of influential
aristocrats were also patrons, among them James Brydges, Earl of Caernarvon
and later Duke of Chandos, for whom Handel wrote the eleven ‘Chandos’
anthems (1717–18). However, it is as the inventor of English oratorio that
Handel is most famous. This came about almost by accident. As a
composer–impresario Handel faced stiff opposition from two sources in the
mid-1730s. One was rival performances, sometimes of his own music in what
we would call pirated versions, and the other was the declining support of an
always fickle public. However, under circumstances which are still not entirely
clear, in May 1733 he presented a hasty revision of Esther, itself already a
reworking of earlier material, in the King’s Theatre, making it clear that ‘there
will be no Action on the Stage’. The six performances were received with great
enthusiasm, similar performances of an expanded Acis and Galatea followed,
and English oratorio was born.
Handel was above all a musical dramatist, so when he began to compose
works conceived as oratorios from the outset he already had a strong sense of
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George Frideric Handel (1685–1759)
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what would work musically and dramatically. The libretto needed a strong
central character, and it is therefore no coincidence that, like his operas, almost
all his mature oratorios focus on individuals (for example Samson, Saul and
Solomon). The librettos are developed from the most dramatic Old Testament
stories and at their best they explore complex human relationships – just like
operas, in fact. The chorus in Handelian oratorio plays a much greater role than
in opera, but it is still a misnomer to think of most of these pieces as
fundamentally choral works. To be sure, Messiah and Samson make frequent
and memorable use of the choir, but in Jephtha, a marvel in general musical
terms, there are only eight choruses among the seventy-one movements.
Handel is often at his greatest in these works when he flouts the
conventions of his age. In both opera and oratorio he became especially fond
of disrupting the usual tripartite aria structure (opening section – contrasting
middle section – repeat of first section) in a variety of ways. Familiar, if not
particularly radical, examples from Messiah are the not-quite-exact repeat in
‘Rejoice greatly’ and the beginning of the repeat in ‘The trumpet shall sound’
from the vocal entry rather than from the start of the movement. At the very
end of Samson comes a stroke of genius: the final aria, the exultant ‘Let the
bright seraphim’, proceeds much as might be expected until something
dramatic happens. (Listen to CD 1, track 2 to find out what!)
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IV. The Classical Period
Mozart and Haydn
Even as Bach and Handel reached their maturity, new stylistic currents were
sweeping Europe: from cities like Mannheim and Naples a new style emerged,
emphasising naturalness and easy grace but also a more dynamic and dramatic
approach to instrumental writing, including abrupt mood changes. This ‘galant’
style, as it was called, first emerged in instrumental forms such as the opera
overture, symphony and sonata; in the hands of Haydn and Mozart the new
instrumental forms reached a complexity and depth of expression
unprecedented in instrumental music.
Inevitably, the vocal works of these two composers were profoundly
affected by the symphonic style, though traces of the concerto remain,
especially in the use of instruments exchanging ideas with the voice in virtuoso
fashion. Haydn’s and Mozart’s orchestral masses can still be heard regularly in
their native Austria, and have recently become part of the regular repertoire of
British cathedrals.
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–1791), like his father, entered the service
of the Archbishop of Salzburg, for whom he wrote most of his masses. Later, he
broke with the Archbishop and settled in Vienna to earn his living as a
freelance pianist, composer and teacher. His two greatest choral works are both
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unfinished: his Mass in C minor (1782) and his Requiem (1791; completed
posthumously by his pupil Süssmayr; other completions exist). The Mass is said
to have been written in fulfilment of a vow which Mozart is supposed to have
made: that if he married Constanze Weber he would write a mass in which she
and her sister would sing the solo parts. The soprano solos are suitably
florid, but the work was abandoned, with only the Kyrie and Gloria having
been performed during Mozart’s lifetime. The grand scale of the work can be
heard in the multi-sectioned Gloria (CD 2, track 3), which opens boldly and
combines Handelian counterpoint with the tender short phrases typical of
Viennese Classicism.
Unlike the freelance Mozart, the Austrian Joseph Haydn (1732–1809) spent
most of his life working for the aristocratic Esterházy family at their estate in
what is now Hungary. His Missa Cellensis is of a similar style to Mozart’s Mass
in C minor, but much of the writing is formulaic. More impressive works from
the middle of his career are the Missa Sancti Nicolai and the Missa brevis Sancti
Joannis de Deo, better known in English-speaking countries as the ‘Little
Organ’ Mass. The Haydn scholar H.C. Robbins Landon has suggested that the
former was written to thank Prince Nicolaus Esterházy for removing the court
from its summer base at Esterháza back to Eisenstadt, a few miles to the southeast of Vienna, where the musicians’ families had remained in residence. The
music would certainly have graced Mass on the Prince’s name day (6 December
1772), with its lilting Kyrie in 6/4 time and concise but still inventive Sanctus.
The ‘Little Organ’ Mass (1775) has a feature which has brought it and others
like it almost into disrepute: in order to achieve brevity the words of the
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Autograph score of Haydn’s ‘Nelson’ Mass
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potentially long Gloria and Credo movements are divided into quarters and
sung by the four choral voices simultaneously. By this means the Gloria lasts less
than a minute! The brevity of the Gloria and Credo contrasts with the
expansiveness of the Benedictus, a soprano aria accompanied by a delightfully
embellished organ solo. The organ on which the composer first played this
movement is still in place in the Convent Chapel in Eisenstadt.
Even more celebrated are the six late masses, the composition of which was
Haydn’s sole duty for the Esterházy family towards the end of his forty years in
their service. These were all written for performance on the name days of
Princess Esterházy, one each year from 1796 to 1802, with exception of 1800.
These works are often termed symphonic masses, partly because of the musical
structures used and partly because the orchestral writing is such that it often
carries the main burden of the musical argument, even when the voices are
singing. In fact, such works as the Missa in angustiis (‘Nelson’ Mass) and the
Harmoniemesse (Harmonie is German for wind band, and the wind are
prominent in this mass) feature exceptional integration of soloists, choir and
orchestra. This can be heard in the Benedictus (CD 2, tracks 4–5) of the Missa in
angustiis, which is the movement that most obviously represents the rather
curious title (which means ‘Mass in Time of Fear’, the fear arising from the
Napoleonic War then raging in Europe). Other than a brief passage of
restrained coloratura for the soprano, the soloists and the choir share the same
thematic material and the principal melodic activity is often in the first violins
in this rather sombre movement, which makes few departures from its home
key of D minor. Dramatically, the trumpets invoke the ‘fear’ of the title when
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the music suddenly plunges from a high violin note to a low chord, above
which the choir declaims the text in unison, each clause being ‘threatened’ by
a trumpet call, the trumpets also in unison. Contemporary with this mass and
comparable in style is the second of Haydn’s Te Deum settings. There are no
soloists, but the choral writing is a model of textural variety and melodic
invention.
Haydn’s other main contribution to choral music lies in the field of oratorio.
In his later life he spent a great deal of time in London, where the memory of
Handel was still deeply revered. In 1784 the Handel Commemoration Festival
took place in Westminster Abbey. This established a vogue for performances by
huge choral and orchestral forces that set the tone for the future direction of
oratorio, if only because Haydn was so inspired by the sound that he wrote two
oratorios: The Creation (‘Die Schöpfung’) in 1798 and The Seasons (‘Die
Jahreszeiten’) in 1801. Like Handel, Haydn was an experienced composer of
opera and, also like Handel, he brought this and all his other skills (especially
in orchestration) to bear on his oratorios. In both works the main musical
burden is carried by the soloists (only three in each case) who represent Angels
and then Adam and Eve in The Creation, and the folksy Simon, Luke and
Hannah in The Seasons. The chorus is used to give weight to the climactic
moments, and Haydn the dramatist, again like Handel, was aware of its
potential for introducing surprises. The first tenor aria in The Creation is almost
a microcosm of Haydn’s mature art (CD 1, track 6). The opening melody,
beguiling in itself, is attractively coloured by the flute and enlivened by sharp
dynamic contrasts. The movement develops as might be expected until an
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The first performance of Haydn’s oratorio The Creation took place in Vienna
in 1798. This is how it was described by Fredrik Silverstolpe, a Swedish
diplomat who became a personal friend of Haydn and who was chargé
d’affaires to the imperial court in Vienna from May 1797.
‘[The Creation] was first performed on 30 April 1798. I was among the
audience, and a few days beforehand I had attended the first rehearsal…
No one, not even Baron van Swieten, had seen the page of the score which
describes the birth of light. That was the only passage of the work which
Haydn had kept a secret. I think I see his face even now, as this part
sounded in the orchestra… And in that moment when light broke out for
the first time one would have said that rays darted from the composer’s
burning eyes. The enchantment of the electrified Viennese was such that
the orchestra could not proceed for several minutes.’

c
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abrupt change of tempo and key leads us to expect the unexpected. But such
is Haydn’s genius that he continues with the soloist for a few bars and only then
brings in the chorus with a lively fugue, a moment which Handel’s spirit must
have savoured. There was initial resentment in England that anyone should
dare to compete with Handel, but The Creation swiftly conquered Europe and
immediately assumed the same kind of iconic status in Vienna that Messiah
enjoyed in London.
The age of Beethoven
Two other composers who wrote masses for the Esterházy family in the
nineteenth century are Johann Nepomuk Hummel (1778–1837) and Ludwig van
Beethoven (1770–1827). Hummel’s are fine, richly orchestrated pieces that have
recently been revived. Beethoven’s Mass in C (1807) is recognisably within the
Haydn tradition but, as so often with this composer, there is a sense of his
pushing against the conventions of the form and the musical language. These
conventions finally give way in his Missa solemnis (1823), a work which, with its
extensive orchestral passages, is genuinely symphonic in character – only a short
step, in fact, from being a ‘choral’ symphony. Despite this, the Missa solemnis
was still intended by Beethoven for liturgical performance.
Beethoven is often considered a Janus-faced composer: although he
assumed and brought to new expressive heights the Classical language of
Haydn and Mozart, his works were consciously addressed to posterity, and
particularly in his late works he experimented with new structures and modes
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of expression that cast a deep shadow on the nineteenth century and beyond.
One of the chief highlights of his late period is his ‘Choral’ Symphony (1824),
the ninth and last of his symphonies. Tracing the progression from primordial
chaos to enlightenment and universal brotherhood, the symphony reaches its
climax in the last movement, a setting of Schiller’s Ode to Joy for four soloists
and chorus in a gigantic structure integrating recitative, strophic song, fugue
and symphonic form. Beethoven was clearly influenced by the ideas of the
Enlightenment and the French Revolution, which rejected religious dogmatism
and the tyranny of absolute monarchies in favour of freedom from convention
and social restrictions.
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V. The Nineteenth Century
Introduction
The new century was ushered in by the French Revolution, the Reign of Terror
and the Napoleonic Wars, and was a time of political upheaval and artistic
ferment. The optimism of the Revolution was soon betrayed by terror and
repression, and this tension between hope and despair lies at the heart of
European Romanticism. In all the arts the boundaries of what it was considered
permissible to express expanded considerably.
In music, unprecedented opportunities existed for composers, and, thanks to
the expansion in music publishing, composing became a profession in its own
right, as distinct from teaching, directing choirs and so on. The focus of musicmaking shifted away from the court and church and into the concert hall, where
a rising bourgeoisie faithfully subscribed to go and hear music of widely varying
kinds. Not everything heard was appreciated, and a gap opened up between
conservative composers who pleased their public, such as Mendelssohn, and
progressives who found it more difficult to gain a hearing, such as Berlioz. Musical
language became more personal and divided into an ever-growing number of
strands, movements and currents, a trend that continued in the twentieth century.
The choral music of the nineteenth century can therefore be a confusing
ocean on which to set sail. We shall start by examining settings of liturgical texts,
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some written for the concert hall, others for the church (even if they were also
performed in the concert hall); we will continue with oratorio-like works
obviously written for the concert hall, and conclude with works with little or no
link to the church, such as choral symphonies.
Liturgical music in the nineteenth century
A good place to begin is with the Viennese Franz Schubert (1797–1828), if only
because he was so indebted to Mozart and Haydn. Today his reputation rests
mainly on his lieder (songs) and instrumental works, but in his own time his
masses and other church music probably brought him more recognition than
those other works. Essentially, they are Haydnesque in character and
thoroughly competent, if lacking the flair of Haydn’s own music. They were
true Gebrauchsmusik, music to fulfil an immediate need and for routine use,
something that could scarcely be said of Berlioz’s two major choral
compositions (of which more later).
Also writing in the Classical mould was Felix Mendelssohn (1809–1847),
perhaps the most naturally talented musician in history, more precocious even
than Mozart. Born in Dresden, he visited Britain and became a favourite of
Queen Victoria. He was also an outstanding conductor with acute aural
perception who brought startlingly new rehearsal techniques to London. For
example, he would stop the musicians of an orchestra and ask for changes and
refinement to their playing; they were therefore compelled to work with ‘a
new and strange closeness to attention’. In the light of this, rehearsals became
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Felix Mendelssohn (1809–1847)
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private events, rather than open to the public and indistinguishable in most
respects from a concert. He is also said to have corrected an individual singer
among a choir of 300, though ‘in a kindly way’. His revival of Bach’s St Matthew
Passion in 1829 was his greatest act in the cause of choral music, but this
experience also stimulated him to compose church music himself in response to
invitations from the Prussian Court Chapel, Berlin Cathedral, and the choristers
at St Thomas’s Church, Leipzig. In addition, he composed liturgical music for the
Anglican tradition, though this is very seldom heard now. Hear my prayer, a
regular in the repertoire of cathedral choirs with a star treble soloist, is actually
a translation of a German motet.
Typical of Mendelssohn’s church music with orchestra is his Op. 42 setting of
Psalm 42. The sequence of choruses, recitatives and arias looks uncannily like a
Bach cantata, and the fourth movement in particular recalls the Baroque
sound-world by complementing the soprano soloist with a lively moto
perpetuo violin counter-melody. Later, an outstanding and unusual quintet, in
which a male TTBB quartet sings antiphonally with the solo soprano, leads to
the chorale finale (CD 2, track 7). Strikingly, this begins by reversing the roles
just heard in the quintet, as tenors and basses in unison are answered by the
upper voices in harmony. After an unaccompanied passage the vigorous final
section launches into a fugue with a lively orchestral counter-subject. The
idiomatic, rewarding and inventive vocal writing of this psalm can be found in
many other pieces by Mendelssohn, such as his Ave Maria (for tenor solo, eightvoice choir and organ) and the three unaccompanied Psalms, Op. 78. These are
in many ways models for any aspiring choral composer even now, and they
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contain much writing for double SATB choir and other antiphonal
combinations. His response to the text is always vibrant.
In contrast to Schubert’s and Mendelssohn’s conservative, practical approach
is the extravagance of one of the chief luminaries of musical Romanticism,
Hector Berlioz (1803–1869). During the French Revolution composers like Gossec
and Méhul had written patriotic odes for vast forces, forces that in one instance
included fifty of the instrument called a serpent (the bass version of the
Renaissance cornett, which survived long after its soprano brother had been
superseded by the trumpet) and in another two orchestras and three choirs. This
grandiose post-revolutionary tradition is reflected in Berlioz’s Te Deum (1855)
and the Grande Messe des morts (Requiem; 1837), both of which straddle the
border between music that in its original context was truly liturgical and music
for the concert hall.
Both were designed for religious events and vast cathedral acoustics,
though neither was ultimately performed as part of a service. Berlioz completed
his Te Deum in 1849, but the work lay unperformed for several years despite
several attempts to arrange a performance. This finally took place in 1855 in the
church of St Eustache in Paris. The second and only other complete performance
during the composer’s lifetime was given in St Petersburg, a few days before
the composer’s death in 1869. This was conducted by Balakirev, who held the
work in such esteem that he conducted four further performances over the
course of the next twenty-two years. In fact, Berlioz had visited Russia, where
he had received huge acclaim and presented the autograph score to the Russian
Imperial Library in St Petersburg. The Te Deum opens with a very fine
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Manuscript score of Berlioz’s Roméo et Juliette
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movement in which the various components of the colossal score are clearly
heard. Orchestra and organ answer each other from opposite ends of the
building, and the two large adult choirs and children’s choir, which reinforces
the cantus firmus, weave rich polyphonic textures.
Spectacular though the Te Deum is, however, it is almost as chamber music
beside the earlier Grande Messe des morts. For this, Berlioz required a minimum
of 210 adult singers, but it is the gigantic instrumental forces (huge orchestra
plus four brass ensembles) that have brought this work its notoriety. If the
grandest display of all this musical firepower is in the remarkable ‘Dies irae’, the
outbursts and dramatic contrasts of ‘Rex tremendae majestatis’ are also
impressive.
Another composer who set sacred texts in a liturgically impractical way is
Gioachino Rossini (1792–1868), in his Petite Messe solennelle and Stabat mater.
Both works offer intriguing confrontations between his full-blown, operaticstyle arias and some well-crafted counterpoint. Within the Mass, the Christe and
Sanctus are unaccompanied, which is a dramatic contrast when the work is
performed orchestrally, though less so when Rossini’s preferred original
accompaniment for harmonium and two pianos is used. It is probably to this
aspect that his ‘petite’ appellation refers.
The revolutionary ideals and avant-garde techniques of Berlioz were
carried on by the Hungarian composer Franz Liszt (1811–1886). The pianosmashing-womaniser-turned-devout-Roman-Catholic-and-priest became
interested in choral music during the 1850s, when he was based in Weimar. The
first of his three major mass settings dates from this period. The Missa solemnis
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(Graner Festmesse or ‘Festive Mass for Gran’) was written for the dedication in
1856 of a new basilica, seat of the Hungarian Cardinal; the Hungarian
Coronation Mass was written in 1867. Both works show Liszt’s desire to create
a style of church music that would ‘unite on a colossal scale the theatre and
the church, superb and simple, fiery and free’. For their celebratory purposes
these were ideal pieces, complete with fanfares and cymbal crashes, in which
Liszt also made use of subtle thematic transformations to achieve an overall
musical unity. Neither mass has entered the repertoire outside Hungary, but
the Missa choralis of 1865 is more widely sung and still used liturgically by a
few choirs. This requires only organ support, includes lengthy unaccompanied
passages, and often romantically evokes the past because of its self-consciously
modal idiom.
Plainsong revival
Liszt was one of a number of composers who was influenced – especially in his
late music – by Gregorian chant, which was then undergoing a revival.
Spearheading this revival was the Cecilian Movement, which advocated a
return to not only plainchant but also the polyphonic style of Palestrina. The
Cecilians’ enthusiasm for this music led them to condemn orchestrally
accompanied sacred music as unecclesiastical; nor could they find much to
admire in the increasingly chromatic harmony of the age.
The Austrian composer Anton Bruckner (1824–1896) was frequently
targeted for criticism by the Cecilians, even though he was a devout Roman
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Catholic and the only truly great composer of the century who was a
professional church musician for a significant part of his career. Of Bruckner’s
seven settings of the mass, two certainly aroused the ire of the Cecilians. The
Masses in D minor and in F minor are not only orchestral but also give the
instruments independent themes which are then developed in a symphonic
manner. More attractive to the would-be reformers was the Mass in E minor,
which is scored for eight-part choir with wind instruments only. The Sanctus of
this work actually quotes Palestrina (his Missa brevis) in a surging tide of quasiantique polyphony. Even Bruckner’s short unaccompanied motets did not
escape criticism: the well-known Locus iste and Christus factus est depend for
much of their effect on some striking chromatic progressions.
The constant sniping of the Cecilians eventually drove Bruckner actively to
campaign with their opponents; but there was one short piece, Os justi
(CD 2, track 8), dedicated in 1879 to the choirmaster at St Florian’s Abbey, in
which Bruckner did meet all their criteria for new music. In a letter to the
dedicatee, a supporter of reform, Bruckner pointed out that there are no
accidentals and the dissonances are treated with Palestrinian discretion. He
even composed the piece in the Lydian mode (F major but with B natural
rather than flat) and ended with a short plainchant ‘alleluia’. What Bruckner
did not say was that, unlike Palestrina, he expanded the vocal scoring from its
usual four parts to eight, with memorable effect, at ‘meditabitur’ and ‘lex
Dei’ and reworked the opening music for the final section to give a sense of
musical shape.
As the revolutionary dust settled in France it became possible once again to
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contemplate the use of liturgical music that did not simply pander to popular
taste and political ideals. However, by the mid-nineteenth century musicians
schooled in the relevant traditional skills and knowledge of plainchant,
counterpoint and advanced organ technique were rare. To address this
situation the Swiss composer Louis Niedermeyer set up in Paris the École de
Musique Réligieuse et Classique in 1853. This was a reinvention, in some
senses, of a state institution with a very similar name that had been swept
away by the political upheavals of 1830. One of Niedermeyer’s first pupils was
the nine-year-old Gabriel Fauré (1845–1924), who remained at the school for
ten years, excelling at composition and the piano, though never an
outstanding organist. Fauré went on to become second organist (to Widor) at
St Sulpice, and then choirmaster (1877) and eventually organist (1896) at the
church of the Madeleine, where the congregation was at least as socially
ambitious and fashion-conscious as it was devotional. In this long career as a
church musician Fauré composed a mass and numerous motets, but his
reputation as a choral composer rests on the popularity of the early Cantique
de Jean Racine and the Requiem, on which he began work in 1887. It was first
used at the Madeleine for a funeral in January 1888 (the Sanctus and Agnus
Dei having been finished the previous week), and despite immediate clerical
criticism (‘the repertoire is big enough – we do not need these novelties’)
Faure’s Requiem continued to be performed regularly. It is most often heard
in the version of 1900, with large orchestra and choir, though a number of
recent recordings and performances have favoured Fauré’s original scoring
for small ensemble: he did, after all, refer to the work as his ‘little’ Requiem
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Gabriel Fauré (1845–1924)
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and is known to have disliked Berlioz’s inflated setting of the same words. The
gentle concluding ‘In Paradisum’ can be heard on CD 2, track 9.
The search for roots: Russia
The plainsong revival is symptomatic of a quest for authenticity and roots that
characterised much of the music in this period. In response to the
industrialised present, there was a yearning for an idealised past, represented
by the Middle Ages and to some extent the Renaissance. Also, especially in the
lands ruled by the Habsburg dynasty, nationalism was a potent force, and in
musical terms there was a reaction against the dominant Austro-German
musical language in favour of local folk idioms and traditions.
In Russia, nationalism played a role in the revival of sacred choral music,
which underwent an important renewal lasting from the 1880s until the
Bolshevik Revolution (1917) and beyond. In the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries the indigenous, traditional Russian melodies used in church music
had given way to foreign, especially Italian, styles. This tendency reached its
apex in the choral works of the Ukrainian composer Dmitry Bortnyansky
(1751–1825), who had studied with Baldassare Galuppi, director of the
Imperial Chapel Choir in St Petersburg. Although Bortnyansky’s works are still
popular in Russian Orthodox churches today, the early and mid-nineteenth
century is seen as a time of stagnation. In the second half of the century,
however, a group of composers associated with the Moscow Synodal School,
including Smolensky, Grechaninov, Chesnokov, Nikolsky and Kastalsky, revived
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the ancient melodies, which they harmonised in a free, folk-like style that was
peculiarly Russian. Russian choirs were noted for their full sonority and the
depth of the bass voices, a sound exploited with great skill in Rachmaninov’s
All-Night Vigil (1915), which sets the Saturday-night Vespers and Matins
services using several traditional melodies. Because of the lushness of the
sound and the multiple divisions of the voices, the music is considered more
suitable for the concert hall than for liturgical use. Nevertheless, it is seen as
a high point in the Russian sacred choral tradition. This tradition was
disrupted but not destroyed by the Revolution: it lived on into the twentieth
century thanks to Russian émigrés living in Paris, notably Nikolai Kedrov
father and son.
Oratorio-like music in the nineteenth century
The popularity of oratorio, especially in England, provides a link between the
eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries. In the first part of the nineteenth
century three things happened to establish the regular performance of
oratorio as a popular activity that was both musically and economically
viable: firstly, the Handel–Haydn axis had produced music that amateurs
wanted to sing, and large choirs were swiftly established throughout Europe;
secondly, the reading of music was widely taught, often by means of hymn
books; and thirdly, men such as Alfred Novello developed ways of printing
and publishing music at affordable prices. Many now-forgotten oratorios
were produced between 1798 (The Creation) and 1900 (Elgar’s Dream of
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Gerontius) to satisfy the burgeoning choral festival market, and we will not
be thanked for rediscovering them. Handel and Haydn cast a long shadow
over composers of choral music during that period, an eighteenth-century
shadow that became even more intense once the music of Bach began to be
revived from about 1830. It was to this weight of tradition that Elgar was
alluding when he laconically remarked of a passage in one of the several
‘choral festival’ works he composed during the 1890s: ‘I thought a fugue
would be expected of me. The British public would scarcely tolerate an
oratorio without a fugue.’ One reason for the popularity of fugues among
singers, of course, is that everybody gets the tune at some stage.
So narrative oratorios such as those by Mendelssohn (St Paul, 1836; Elijah,
1846) and Spohr (The Last Judgement, 1826) found fame and popularity in
their time which have not lasted into ours; Elijah is an exception, though even
that work achieves far fewer performances now than was once the case. In a
rather different, reflective and elegiac vein was Berlioz’s L’Enfance du Christ
(‘The Childhood of Christ’) of 1854, from which the lovely ‘Shepherd’s
Farewell’ has achieved an independent life. From later in the century the very
contrasting Requiems of Brahms (1868) and Verdi (1874) are a hybrid form of
quasi-liturgical oratorio in that, although they set sacred texts, they were
intended as concert rather than liturgical pieces. They cannot be considered
genuine oratorios as neither has a narrative element. They do both have
fugues, however, even in the middle of what initially seems a tranquil,
melody-dominated setting. ‘Wie lieblich sind deine Wohnungen’ (CD 2, track
10) is the central movement of Ein deutsches Requiem (‘A German Requiem’)
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Among the early rules of the Huddersfield Choral Society, founded in 1836,
we read:

‘No person shall be a member of this Society, who frequents the “Hall of
Science” or any of the “Socialist Meetings”, nor shall the Librarian be
allowed to lend any copies of music (knowingly) belonging to this Society
to any Socialist, upon pain of expulsion.’
The Huddersfield Choral Society is the most famous of the many notable
large choirs in the north of England (though it is not the oldest: the Halifax
Choral Society, founded in 1817, holds that honour). The ‘Hall of Science’
and ‘Socialist Meetings’ refer to the Mechanics’ Institutes, also called
Working Men’s Institutes, which arose in the first half of the nineteenth
century with the aim of providing a means of self-improvement to the
working classes. These organisations often included choral or instrumental
groups and were thus seen as rivals by the established choral societies. This

c

d

explains the reluctance of HCS to lend them any music. The Huddersfield
Mechanics’ Institute was founded in 1843.
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Johannes Brahms (1833–1897)
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by Johannes Brahms (1833–1897). This was one of the first major compositions
of his Vienna period (1862 until his death) and it is said that the composer
wanted to describe it as a humanist Requiem: he certainly avoided any
explicitly Christian texts. There have also been suggestions that Brahms was
possibly inspired to write such a work by the similarly non-liturgical German
‘Requiem’ of Schütz (Ein deutsches Exequien). Brahms certainly displays a
mastery of choral texture comparable with that of the old master in ‘Wie
lieblich’, suddenly launching into a sturdy fugal passage at ‘Sie loben Dich
immerdar’ (‘They praise Thy name evermore’) before a gradual return to the
mood of the opening.
The Requiem is not the only sacred choral work by Brahms that has an
antique flavour. His unaccompanied motets show a mastery of counterpoint,
choral textures and chorale variation techniques that recalls Bach and Handel.
This tendency reaches its zenith in the Fest- und Gedenksprüche, Op. 109, first
performed on the occasion of Brahms’s receiving the Freedom of Hamburg,
and in the earlier Warum ist das Licht gegeben. This latter sets a text compiled
from the Bible and Martin Luther, and opens with a challenging chromatic
movement to reflect Job’s sufferings, music reworked from an early,
unfinished setting of the mass. In these pieces there are times when one
senses a preoccupation with compositional technique above any engagement
with emotional or religious issues (Brahms was agnostic), although they
certainly deserve their reputation.
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The choral symphony
The Romantic urge to self-expression made it almost inevitable that composers
should follow Beethoven’s example in writing choral symphonies. In a choral
symphony the voices make explicit sentiments which are already implicit in the
music. At the same time composers attempted to make the poetic aspects of
their music more explicit by attaching to their music a narrative or other written
text, i.e. a ‘programme’. Thus ‘programme music’ in the form of orchestral
overtures, symphonic poems and tone poems is as typical of the Romantic
period as are choral symphonies.
The train of thought that might lead to a choral symphony can be seen in
the orchestral works of Hector Berlioz. His Symphonie fantastique (1830) makes
use of formal structures that are clearly shaped by the requirements of the
programme rather than by pure musical logic. In Harold in Italy (1834), a more
conventional work in some ways, a solo viola represents the principal character.
In Roméo et Juliette (1839) (considered by Berlioz to be a choral symphony)
voices, both solo and choral, are used to set the scene in the prologue (CD 2,
track 11). They return at various other points to clarify and add intensity to the
unfolding drama. However, most of the musical argument is purely orchestral:
indeed, one can view the structure as consisting of the four conventional
instrumental movements of a symphony interspersed by three vocal movements
(the first, fifth and seventh).
Whether or not Liszt’s ‘Faust’ and ‘Dante’ Symphonies (1854 and 1856
respectively) can be thought of as genuine symphonies, both employ voices at
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their conclusions. The ‘Dante’ Symphony concludes with a setting of the
Magnificat for women’s voices, the simple harmonies of which sound extremely
archaic after the chromatic richness of the previous movements.
One might also debate whether or not Mahler’s Symphony No. 8
(‘Symphony of a Thousand’) is a symphony, but it is indisputably choral, the first
fully choral symphony, and with a vengeance. Gustav Mahler (1860–1911), more
renowned in his own time as a conductor of opera than as a composer, had
previously written a choral finale to his Second Symphony (‘Resurrection’) and
a song for high voices as part of the Third Symphony. For Symphony No. 8 he
selected two marvellous and complementary texts: the ancient Latin hymn for
Pentecost Veni, Creator Spiritus and the entire closing scene of Goethe’s Faust,
which explores the nature of the questing human spirit, in contrast to the
divine inspiration of the preceding hymn. Following his own exhortation to
Sibelius that ‘the symphony must be like the world: it must be all-embracing’,
he then set about assembling forces that were large enough, metaphorically at
least, to embrace the world and which might have impressed even the
megalomaniac French revolutionary composers: eight soloists, two very large
mixed-voice choirs, a children’s choir and a vast orchestra including organ. For
these forces Mahler writes with taste, skill and a great sense of drama (the
opening can be heard on CD 2, tracks 12–13). The world of religion and the
cathedral is immediately invoked by the rich organ chords which inspire the
memorable opening choral demand of ‘Come, Creator Spirit’; then, by way of
contrast, the soloists introduce a more pleading theme which the chorus takes
up quietly before restating the opening. The movement continues to make fine
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Gustav Mahler (1860–1911)
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use of all the traditional choral devices such as antiphony, unison and fugue,
and all the material is presented with the utmost clarity, despite the enormous
forces. The symphony is ostensibly divided into two parts, though a
conventional four-movement form can be discerned beneath the surface, with
the slow movement, scherzo and finale forming Part 2. The choir is less
prominent in Part 2 but is used with great imagination, especially in the quieter
music, such as at the beginning of the finale section. The symphony ends with
a transformation of its very opening.
Secular music in the nineteenth century
In Germany and England especially, the nineteenth-century expansion of
choral singing brought a surge of secular choral music, much of it too
distinctively of its time to beg revival now. Among the larger works with
orchestra, Schumann’s Das Paradies und die Peri, Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody and
Schicksalslied (‘Song of Destiny’), Parry’s Blest Pair of Sirens and Elgar’s various
choral festival pieces are still sometimes heard. More common in the
repertoire of smaller choirs, and aided in their cause by selective and keenly
priced republication, are the part-songs of Schubert, Mendelssohn, Brahms
and many other composers who perhaps lacked the technique and
imagination to compose on a broad canvas but who could certainly create an
effective miniature. Among them were the secular equivalent of the Cecilians,
British composers who sought to reinvent the late Renaissance madrigal in
songs such as Pearsall’s Lay a Garland or Macfarren’s When Daisies Pied. These
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works were polyphonic in style and harmonically conservative. What we might
term the part-song proper was essentially chordal, though the best pieces
always have subtle variations of texture.
One of the most original part-songs is Stanford’s The Blue Bird, published in
1912 but still nineteenth-century in spirit. Charles Villiers Stanford (1852–1924)
was a dominant figure as composer, conductor and teacher in late Victorian
England, and his knighthood in 1901 brought a wave of public approval such as
might today greet a comparable honour for a popular sportsman. His cathedral
music, such as the Three Motets, Op. 38 (fine music by any standards), is still at
the heart of the liturgical repertoire, and a few of his many part-songs are also
in print. In The Blue Bird (CD 2, track 14) the alto, tenor and bass sing sustained,
almost impressionistic harmony representing the lake, above which the soprano
has a line which both flutters and soars. The ending is strikingly enigmatic, and
one wonders how Stanford would have reacted to such a moment had it
occurred in the work of a pupil. ‘Damned ugly, me boy’ was his favourite
criticism, but he surely could not have used that here.
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VI. The Twentieth Century and Beyond
Diversity
Given the turbulent nature of the world since 1900, it is scarcely surprising that
the nature of music – like, indeed, all the arts – has been in a constant state of
stylistic upheaval propelled by its own evolving vocabulary, or by political or
religious considerations, or by advances in technology. Western art music has
absorbed features of music from other cultures, and all manner of musical and
technical streams have converged to form the mighty river of popular music, in
all its varied manifestations. During the twentieth century, ‘classical’ musicians
have embraced and/or rejected late (or even post-) Romanticism, expressionism,
serialism, neo-classicism, minimalism, nationalism, the avant garde, postmodernism and other trends, and the filter of history has not yet had time to
sort the memorable and enduring from the merely fashionable or even
experimental. With so many new ideas and sounds available for employment,
it is perhaps understandable that composing choral music has been a major
activity for only very few of the major composers of recent times. The
accelerating decline of the churches’ social and financial power has also been a
factor: commissioning a major liturgical work is now a rare event, and
composers struggling to make a freelance living can only compose what is
commissioned. The limitations of choral singers who have to find from within
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themselves the pitches of their notes have also inhibited composers, many of
whom have found that they cannot write the wide-ranging angular lines and
fiercely dissonant harmony for choirs that they can for instrumental ensembles
if they wish their music to be performed by anything other than a highly
trained professional group. Most choirs are, of course, amateur, and dedicated
and hard-working though they are, they have their limits. So there is a dramatic
contrast between the sixteenth century, when the major composers were the
composers of music for vocal ensembles, and the last century when, although
the major composers have written for choirs, few of them would have regarded
this as a prominent part of their work.
Fin de siècle
The period from about 1900 up to the outbreak of World War I was one in which
several different musical styles rubbed shoulders. While Mahler, Richard Strauss
and Elgar drank the heady wine of Romanticism, Richard Strauss and others
produced operas of a shocking realism; the Second Viennese School
(Schoenberg, Berg and Webern) pushed the musical language of Wagner
beyond its boundaries before breaking with the tonal system altogether; other
composers, like Debussy and Vaughan Williams, also broke from the dominant
Austro-German musical language, experimenting with ‘impressionist’ and modal
harmonies and paving the way for Kodály, Bartók and Janáček; finally, Stravinsky
reacted sharply against Romantic expressionism and sentimentality, seeking
inspiration first in ancient Russia, then in western Europe’s Classical period.
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‘I have a strong feeling that choral music is one means whereby many
questions relating to the nature and purpose of modern music may be
answered. For the medium lies midway between “art” and “life”, between
aesthetics and reality. Words and their selection and treatment reveal the
attitude of the composer, the poet and the community to which both
belong, towards the philosophic problems of the age.’ (Percy M. Young,
The Choral Tradition: An Historical and Analytical Survey from the Sixteenth
Century to the Present Day, New York, 1962)
Percy Young (1912–2004) was a prolific writer on musical topics, especially
the life and works of Edward Elgar. But he was above all a passionate music
educationalist, and this desire to spread and share knowledge was the
driving force behind all his writing, teaching and performing activities.
His broadcasts as part of the BBC’s schools’ service were particularly
notable. His other interest was association football, and he wrote histories

c

of several well-known English clubs.
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The Dream of Gerontius (1900) by Edward Elgar (1857–1934) points back
to Wagner in its harmonic language, but it also re-invigorated the narrative
oratorio tradition and suggested a way forward that a number of English
composers have followed. Its text is a poem by Cardinal Newman describing the
death of Gerontius and the passing of his soul into heaven. Elgar was a devout
Catholic at this stage of his life, and was not afraid to lay his faith bare in this
passionate masterpiece. Its first performance, in Birmingham, was not a success,
but a 1902 performance in Germany fared better and attracted the favourable
attention of Richard Strauss. By using an additional semi-chorus for the angelic
voices, Elgar set a trend that was followed by Walton (vocal semi-choruses as
well as additional brass ensembles in Belshazzar’s Feast, 1931) and by Britten in
his famously multi-layered War Requiem (soloists with chamber orchestra, large
choir with symphony orchestra, boys’ choir with organ) of 1962.
A new generation of British composers is represented by Ralph Vaughan
Williams (1872–1958), who drew inspiration from the French ‘impressionist’
composers (he studied with Ravel) and from English Renaissance and folk music.
His Sea Symphony (1910), along with The Hymn of Jesus (1917) by Gustav Holst,
is among the most distinguished choral works of the period, one which also saw
the success of a number of other choral works, rarely performed today, by the
likes of Samuel Coleridge-Taylor and Granville Bantock.
Another underrated British composer is Havergal Brian (1876–1972), who
earned his living mainly as a journalist. In his monumental ‘Gothic’ Symphony
he combines the spirits of Beethoven and Mahler. Like Beethoven’s Ninth this is
a four-movement symphony with a choral finale. Like Mahler’s Eighth it is in
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Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872–1958)
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two parts with Goethe as a source of inspiration; it is also scored for truly
colossal vocal and orchestral forces: 200 players, including seventeen
percussionists and four supplementary brass ensembles. Part 1 (three
movements played without a break) depicts in a general way a Gothic-age
Faust-like character seeking hidden knowledge. At the head of the score this is
made clear by a quotation from Goethe: ‘He who strives with all his might, that
man we can redeem.’
Like many a composer before him, Brian then wrestled with what he
described as ‘the usual vexatious [question] of the Finale – should it be
instrumental or choral?’ Eventually he became convinced that a setting of the
Latin Te Deum which he had been planning was destined for the symphony, and
he set to work. The composition of the complete work was spread over eight
years and Brian completed it in 1927, when he was fifty. But despite the desires
of conductors Hamilton Harty and Eugene Goossens, the symphony remained
unperformed until 1961. When it was new, such vast late-Romantic canvases
were unfashionable; and for financial and logistical reasons the ‘Gothic’
Symphony will never be core repertoire, though it does contain visionary
writing, bold orchestration, original structures and overpowering climactic
moments. Perhaps the most dramatic moment is the end, which, despite all the
obvious temptations, Brian was strong-minded and imaginative enough to
entrust to very quiet, unaccompanied voices.
It is often forgotten that Arnold Schoenberg (1874–1951) began his
composing career in the Romantic period, a time when he was also a jobbing
theatre-music conductor and arranger, and that his early works are tonal, or
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rather in an expanded tonal idiom. Among them is the monumental
Gurrelieder (1901), in which the choral writing, if not extensive, is certainly on
an epic scale. His Christmas motet Friede auf Erden (1907) resembles the earlier
string sextet Verklärte Nacht in that the harmony, though based on
conventional triads, seldom genuinely settles in a key. Comparable
harmonically, but much more demanding overall, is the extraordinary Deutsche
Motette (1913) by Richard Strauss (1864–1949). Indeed, this has been described
as the most demanding of all unaccompanied choral works other than those
which are atonal. It requires both deep bass and high soprano notes, a wide
dynamic spectrum, soloists as well as choral singers, and it divides into a total
of twenty-three parts, neatly complementing in this respect the composer’s
Metamorphosen, for twenty-three string players. This complexity reflects the
text, in which the poet Rückert calls upon the whole of creation to watch over
his soul throughout eternity. The motet was dedicated to the chorus of the
Berlin Opera: at the time only an opera chorus would have had the technical
ability to sing it.
After World War I
The astonishing variety within the musical scene of the twentieth century’s first
two decades was prolonged in the post-1918 period. Such was the diversity of
styles and idioms that it is no longer possible to speak of a dominant musical
language. Nevertheless, we may discern a number of strands running
concurrently: atonality, serialism and avant-garde modernism; neo-classicism
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and the reinvention of the past; and various local or national traditions, often
stimulated by the rediscovery of indigenous folk music; finally, post-modernism,
minimalism and contemplative music will bring us to the present.
Atonality, serialism and the avant garde
The state of music in the 1920s is amusingly encapsulated in Schoenberg’s Three
Satires, Op. 28 (1925). By this time the leader of the Second Viennese School had
composed a number of atonal works and had invented his serial or twelve-note
system, in which both melody and harmony rotate all twelve notes of the
chromatic scale in strict order. Yet Schoenberg was capable of reverting to
tonality when it suited him, and in the first of the Three Satires, a canon called
‘At the Crossroads’, he explores the dilemma of a composer who cannot decide
between the attractions of the tonal and the atonal worlds, a dilemma neatly
and cunningly reflected in the music. The second, ‘Satire’ (‘Manysidedness’),
takes compositional technique a step further as it is an invertible palindrome
(sounding the same when performed backwards and upside-down) poking fun
at the barely fictitious composer Modernsky, better known to us as Stravinsky.
Finally, in ‘The New Classicism’ Schoenberg casts doubt on the worth of those
composers, including Stravinsky of course, who were seeking ways of
renouncing the luxuriant musical vocabulary of late Romanticism and ignoring
atonality in favour of re-invigorating the classical tonal idiom.
Notwithstanding Schoenberg’s strictures, it was the neo-classicists in all their
variety – Britten, Tippett, Honegger and others – who would ultimately produce
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‘That was one of the big problems when I was at Harvard studying music.
We had to write choral pieces in the style of Brahms or Mendelssohn, which
was distressing because in the end you realised how good Brahms is, and
how bad you are.’ (Elliott Carter, b. 1908)
Heinrich Schütz would have approved of Harvard University’s insistence on
a thorough study of traditional counterpoint, from medieval music through
to the early works of Stravinsky. The choral music of Brahms and
Mendelssohn contains plenty of evidence of their familiarity with the music
of Bach and of their own ability to create similarly complex textures.
Carter’s reaction to his student frustrations has been to compose virtually
no choral music. There are just five short pieces in the list of his published
works. On the other hand, counterpoint is an important element in his
instrumental music, so his arduous studies have borne some fruit.
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the century’s core choral repertoire, partly because of the enormous technical
demands that atonal and serial music makes on choirs. Nevertheless, Anton
Webern, Schoenberg’s pupil between 1904 and 1908, composed a number of
choral pieces in a rigorous contrapuntal style inspired not only by his teacher
but also by his study of Renaissance music. Among avant-garde composers of
choral music who emerged after World War II, mention should be made of the
German Hans Werner Henze (b. 1926) and the Polish Krysztof Penderecki (b.
1933), whose St Luke Passion (1965), scored for large forces, explores a
fascinating sound-world, including aleatoric (or improvised) passages and
choral shouting.
The reinvention of the past
While the composers of the Second Viennese School took the Romantic musical
language beyond its breaking point, another group of composers reacted
against what they considered the overly sentimental aspects of Romanticism in
favour of drier, lighter styles inspired by music before the nineteenth century.
The Symphony of Psalms (1930) by Russian émigré composer Igor Stravinsky
(1882–1971) represents this trend well. Scored for chorus and orchestra without
strings, it sets three psalm settings in a melodic style reminiscent of ritual
psalmody. His Mass of 1948 was written in emulation of the masses of Mozart.
In much the same spirit are the choral works of Francis Poulenc (1899–1963).
His Sept Chansons of 1936, settings of enigmatic poems by Apollinaire and
Éluard, were enthusiastically described as ‘a complete technical success, and also
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Francis Poulenc (1899–1963)
109

Discover Choral Music Booklet 7-6-7

15/6/07

10:33 am

Page 110

DISCOVER CHORAL MUSIC

the flowering of a personality capable of mixing playful elegance with tender
melancholy, smiles with sighs’ (Henri Sauguet). These songs did indeed establish
Poulenc’s choral style, characterised by short phrases, or least phrases divided
into shorter units by rests; harmonic progressions and melodies that draw freely
on tonal, modal and chromatic idioms; syllabic declamation of the text; at times
unconventional (to put it mildly) scoring and part-writing; predominantly
chordal textures. All these features, a remarkable antithesis to the music of his
beloved Victoria, would continue to characterise the sequence of sacred and
secular unaccompanied choral works which Poulenc composed regularly for the
rest of his career. Motets such as the set for Christmas have become highlights
of the church and chamber choir repertoire, while the more challenging Figure
humaine (1943) and Un Soir de neige (1944) also offer great rewards to
confident ensembles and attentive listeners.
Poulenc’s choral music with orchestra is less often performed, though this is
for practical and financial reasons than for any issues of musical quality. The
very personal and deeply felt Litanies à la Vierge Noire (1936) are, however,
treasured by SSA choirs, both in their orchestral and their organ-only versions,
while the Stabat mater (1950) for soprano solo, choir and large orchestra is a
gravely dignified work. Naturally more ebullient is the 1959 setting of the
Gloria. Poulenc’s distinctive style is immediately apparent in the final movement
(CD 2, track 15). The opening phrase, for tenors and altos in unison, is divided
into three short units. The F sharps (second and seventh notes) create a sense of
G major – a dramatic contrast to the immediately preceding E flat minor – but
this is swiftly undermined by the F naturals of the sopranos’ and tenors’
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response. The almost careless dissonance of the unaccompanied passage for full
choir could tempt a conductor to check for misprints, but this is the piquant
essence of Poulenc, as is the somewhat naughty, premature and over-inflated
‘Amen’ which then follows, anticipating both the rest of the text and the end
of the movement by several minutes. That Classical master of musical humour,
Haydn, would have savoured this neo-classical quirk.
Two other notable composers of choral music in France were members – as
was Poulenc – of the group known as Les Six: Darius Milhaud (1892–1974) and
the Swiss Arthur Honegger (1892–1955). Milhaud’s Third Symphony (1946) is a
large-scale setting of the Te Deum, and he wrote a number of other works for
accompanied and unaccompanied chorus. Honegger’s King David (1921),
initially scored for choir and orchestra without strings (except double basses)
but including harmonium and piano, is an episodic work that combines great
force with a conciseness that is sometimes terse.
Of French composers, Olivier Messiaen (1908–1992) is the one whose
musical language, especially his attention to harmonies and timbre, is the most
indebted to Debussy. One wishes he had written more choral music. The
demanding Trois Petites Liturgies (1944), Cinq Rechants (1948) and the more
approachable O sacrum convivium (1937) constitute a small return from so
devoted a Catholic and so long-serving a church organist. There are other,
mainly early, works he suppressed as not worth publishing, but it would be
fascinating to be able hear his Te Deum or the Mass, which is scored for the
unlikely combination of eight sopranos and four violins. One might also lament
the fastidiousness which limited the output of another French organist,
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Maurice Duruflé (1902–1986), though at least his plainchant-dominated and
incense-laden Requiem (1947) has a firm place in the repertoire, both as a
concert and a liturgical piece. Carl Orff (1895–1982) is another whose
reputation rests on the success of a single work: Carmina burana (1936).
In Britain as in France, composers sought inspiration in the distant rather
than the immediate past. Thus Vaughan Williams used a theme by a Tudor
composer as the basis for his Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis, which he
scored for three string ensembles of differing sizes. His Mass in G minor is scored
in a similar manner, for double choir and a quartet of soloists. He initially hoped
for a first performance at the new Roman Catholic cathedral of Westminster,
but the premiere was given in a concert by the City of Birmingham Choir in
December 1922, the first liturgical presentations of the piece taking place the
following spring when the Westminster cathedral choir sang it four times.
Richard Terry, who as choirmaster at the cathedral had commissioned and
championed new music as well as revived Renaissance polyphony, wrote to
Vaughan Williams that ‘it is the work one has all along been waiting for. In your
individual and modern idiom you have really captured the old liturgical spirit
and atmosphere. I shall spare no pains to give the work an adequate
performance.’ To English choirs this work is in some ways the essence of
Englishness and it may come as a surprise to them to learn that by the end of
1923 the mass had been sung in St Thomas’s Church, Leipzig, conducted by Karl
Straube (a long-serving successor of Bach as Cantor). The performance was
greeted with critical acclaim and the work hailed as far superior to any choral
music then being written by German composers.
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The Sanctus from the Mass in G minor (CD 2, track 16) displays the various
facets of the work. The opening vocal entries build up a rich texture of parallel
chords – perhaps more neo-medieval than neo-classical – before the words
‘pleni sunt coeli’ are set in polyphonic style. The two choirs are used
antiphonally in the Osanna, which ends dramatically with a passage in octaves,
strongly asserting the music’s modal nature.
Benjamin Britten (1913–1976) was one of the finest vocal composers of his
age. It was the opera Peter Grimes (1945) that unequivocally announced his
greatness, not the least of his talents being his ability to write in a distinctly
contemporary yet approachable manner for whatever forces he was using at
the time. As with Poulenc, choral music was a thread that ran through Britten’s
entire career, from the haunting A Hymn to the Virgin, written to pass the time
while he was ill in bed during his final term at school, to Praise We Great Men,
left unfinished at his death but subsequently completed by Colin Matthews.
Britten made a few waspish remarks about the standard of orchestral and
operatic music in his native land prior to his own generation, and his ambition,
brilliantly realised, was to create an internationally acknowledged body of
opera in English. However, where choral music was concerned, he was always
happy to recognise the strength of the native tradition, work within it and, by
virtue of his startling imagination and technique, revitalise it.
Scarcely had Britten left school when his ingenious set of choral variations
A Boy Was Born (1933) was broadcast and a career was launched. Ironically, this
work, though much admired, is now performed less than many of his
subsequent pieces such as the stunning Ceremony of Carols (1942) or the cantata
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Rejoice in the Lamb (1943). Described officially as a cantata, but really a short
oratorio, St Nicolas (1948) was written for a large school choir with a separate
semi-chorus of high voices and an orchestra of strings, organ, piano duet and
lots of percussion. In one episode Nicolas is travelling to Palestine when a storm,
vividly portrayed, terrifies the sailors; but the saint’s prayers for calm are
answered (CD 2, track 17).
Less familiar, though every bit as assured and effective, is the Antiphon
(CD 2, track 18), to words by the seventeenth-century poet George Herbert. This
was written for the tiny cathedral-style choir of St Michael’s College, Tenbury,
founded in 1856 as a boys’ preparatory school by Sir Frederick Ouseley in the
remote English countryside close to the point at which Worcestershire,
Herefordshire and Shropshire meet. Britten’s music was commissioned for the
College’s centenary celebrations. Rather than expose any weakness in the
individual lines of the choir, Antiphon opens with forceful unison passages,
contrasted with solid chords for the lower voices (representing mankind) and
treble solos (angels). In the lively counterpoint of ‘Praised be the God alone’
clarity is often achieved by having one voice part double the first few notes of
another’s entry. The end of this intriguing piece – as ever with Britten, a brilliant
realisation of its text – always causes a smile, ultimately of satisfaction.
With his Spring Symphony, completed in 1949, Britten sets twelve oldEnglish poems in a structure that roughly matches that of a traditional fourmovement symphony. Three soloists (SAT), mixed choir, boys’ choir and
symphony orchestra are required for this kaleidoscopic work in which each
song is differently scored. Britten’s dazzling technique and imagination are
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The arrangement for unaccompanied choir of the spirituals used in
Tippett’s A Child of Our Time looks quite forbidding on the page. In a
preface the composer offered words of encouragement:
‘These… are basically simple… The apparent complexity arises from the
number of parts, which are not however all real parts… Lines are
frequently doubled at the octave, rather in the manner of organ
registration, so that the chorus needs to be thought of as an organ-like
body producing a homogenous sound at many levels of the chords and
melodies… The only parts which are strictly differentiated are those
marked Leader. These should be an individual voice standing out from the
choir… They need not be soloists engaged from outside… Any reasonably
sized chorus with four good leaders can produce the effect required.’
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much in evidence and create a memorable climax in which the venerable Sumer
is icumen in melody is superimposed by the boys’ choir as a descant above an
already complex choral and orchestral texture.
Men such as Herbert Howells, Gerald Finzi and Kenneth Leighton may have
cursed their luck at being contemporaries of Britten. Though all are strongly
represented in cathedral service lists, their choral music, with the possible
exception of Finzi’s set of part-songs to poems by Robert Bridges (1937), has
made little lasting impact on the wider musical world. Michael Tippett
(1905–1998) has an altogether more distinctive profile, as a composer of operas,
symphonies and choral music. A politically committed humanist inspired by the
psychiatric thought of Carl Jung, he wrote his oratorio A Child of Our Time
(1941) in response to the shooting of a Nazi official by a Jewish boy, which
inspired a savage pogrom. The oratorio incorporates spirituals, the music of
another oppressed people. More taxing are The Mask of Time (1984), with texts
by Yeats and others, and The Vision of St Augustine (1965), based on writings
by St Augustine and passages from the Bible.
Of more recent composers, the most-sung living composer is certainly John
Rutter (b. 1945), a product of the Cambridge collegiate music tradition; his
Gloria (1974), Requiem (1985) and Magnificat (1990), to say nothing of a host
of shorter works, rapidly became standard repertoire. Their harmonic style may
be conservative and, in some ways, unfashionable, but no one would query
their singability and craftsmanship.
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‘In the early 1970s I was writing all kinds of music, but my carols, which
started to be broadcast in 1970, acted as “visiting cards” and I began to be
invited to write larger pieces. The Gloria was a landmark because it was the
first work I wrote for performance in America. Half the secret of a
successful work is a well-framed commission and Mel Olson, a choral
director in the great singing territory of the American Midwest, gave me
clear parameters: something short, sharp and festive, with a familiar text.
Furthermore he advised me to say whatever I had to say up front. That’s one
thing I’ve never been afraid to do in music.’ (John Rutter, interview, 2004)

c

d

Still to establish a firm place in the European choral consciousness is the
output of American composers, though Randall Thompson’s Alleluia (1940) and
Eric Whiteacre’s Cloudburst (1993), a piece which might be described as avantgarde but very approachable, have their advocates. ‘Avant-garde but very
approachable’ can fairly be said of the Englishman Jonathan Harvey’s music: for
instance I Love the Lord (1976) and Come Holy Ghost (1984).
118

Discover Choral Music Booklet 7-6-7

15/6/07

10:33 am

Page 119

DISCOVER CHORAL MUSIC

National and regional styles
It is impossible to draw a hard and fast distinction between composers who turn
to the past for inspiration and those who draw on indigenous folk traditions:
Vaughan Williams, for instance, belongs in both categories. Still, it would be
difficult to underestimate the nationalist feelings that radiate from the works
of Janáček, Kodály and Bartók. The best-known choral work of Leoš Janáček
(1854–1928) is his Glagolitic Mass (1926), the text of which is in Church Slavonic
(an alternative version exists in Latin). In addition he wrote a series of Moravian
texts for male voices. Both Zoltán Kodály (1882–1967) and Bela Bartók
(1881–1945) made collections of Hungarian folksongs and absorbed folk music
into their compositions. Kodály’s Psalmus hungaricus (1923) is a setting of Psalm
55, composed to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the union of Buda and
Pest. Kodály also did wonders for the musical education of Hungary’s children:
his ‘Kodály method’ teaches children how to sight-read by means of hand
signals. Bartók published several collections of folksongs, some genuine, others
in fact freely composed by himself. Like Kodály he published collections of
folksong arrangements specifically for children.
Despite the near-destruction of the Russian Orthodox Church by the
Communists, Russian composers made a distinctive contribution to choral music
in the twentieth century. Dmitry Shostakovich (1906–1975) wrote three choral
symphonies, Nos 2, 3 and, the last, 13, ‘Babi Yar’ (1962), setting five poems by
Yevtushenko. His Execution of Stepan Razin (1964) is also based on a poem by
Yevtushenko. The tormented, often ironic music of Alfred Schnittke
119

Discover Choral Music Booklet 7-6-7

15/6/07

10:33 am

Page 120

DISCOVER CHORAL MUSIC

(1934–1998) is close in spirit to Shostakovich. His Choir Concerto (1985) is a
setting of Armenian religious poetry that evokes Mussorgsky, Orthodox Church
singing and other Russian styles. During the Soviet era Georgy Sviridov
(1915–1998) adopted a clever way of circumventing the restrictions on sacred
music by composing three sacred choruses under the guise of incidental music
for a play by Alexis Tolstoy. After the fall of Communism, such subterfuges are
no longer necessary. While it is too soon to assess the impact of the recent
resurgence of the Russian church, at least the possibility now exists for living
composers to write overtly sacred works.
Contemplative and spiritual music
Throughout most of the twentieth century, modern music had the reputation
of being difficult, dissonant and inaccessible. This reputation is only partially
deserved; in any event, from the 1960s a group of composers known as the
‘minimalists’ reacted against what many considered to be the jarring sounds of
the avant garde by composing soothing, repetitive music with harmonies and
rhythmic and melodic patterns that can be easily understood. As part of this
reaction, some composers started to write contemplative music for meditation,
inspired by their religious faith.
This ‘post-modernist’ tendency is present in the music of the Polish Roman
Catholic composer Henryk Górecki (b. 1933), the Estonian Arvo Pärt (b. 1935)
and the British John Tavener (b. 1944). Tavener, who joined the Orthodox
Church in 1976, has drawn inspiration from the texts and melodies used in
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Greek and Russian Orthodox services; however, his use of instruments, multiple
divisions of vocal parts, and his taxing (though highly effective) use of the voice
mean that his choral music is often more suited to the concert hall than to
liturgical use. His short choral piece The Lamb, setting a text by William Blake,
in many ways exemplifies his approach. The opening melodies appear
unaccompanied, harmonised, upside down, backwards and with longer notevalues, all devices which might be decried as ‘only technique’; but the
composer’s genius is in the composition of material which lends itself to this
treatment and his courageous belief that such stillness can impress in the hectic
modern world.
Arvo Pärt is also Orthodox, though he has written music to Latin as well as
Orthodox sacred texts. He typifies the trajectory of much of twentieth-century
music in that he started as a neo-classicist and a serialist, working as a recording
engineer and composing film scores. Only later did he evolve the style for which
he is known today, characterised by diatonic purity and ritualistically repeated
melodic patterns accompanied by bell-like, often pungently dissonant
harmonies. His sprightly Cantate Domino (CD 2, track 19), composed in 1977
(with a revision twenty years later), may be considered an early work in his most
recent creative period. Like Tavener, he is not afraid to repeat himself, but he
can also judge the moment to move away from or expand an initial idea. The
principal theme has the contours of a medieval chant, and this shows once
again the extent to which twentieth-century composers can draw inspiration
from ancient traditions. In a sense we are back where we started: the
mischievous organ part would have startled someone of Josquin’s generation,
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yet Josquin would surely have welcomed the ability of this modern composer to
find renewed stimulation and fulfilment in the familiar and ancient text of a
Latin psalm.
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Five Centuries of Choral Music: A Timeline
Decade

Choral Music

History

1490–99

c. 1490–1502
Eton Choirbook compiled
1497
Ockeghem dies

1494
Charles VIII of France invades Italy to claim
throne of Naples; Medici expelled from
Florence; treaty of Tordesillas divides New
World between Spain and Portugal
1498
Savonarola dies

1500–1509

1505
Obrecht dies
c. 1505
Tallis born

1500
France and Spain agree to divide kingdom
of Naples; Pedro Álvares Cabral discovers
Brazil and claims the land for Portugal
1505
France cedes Naples to Spain

1510–19

c. 1510
Andrea Gabrieli born

1512
Spanish restore Medici to Florence
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Art and Architecture

Literature

c. 1495–7
Leonardo da Vinci, The Last Supper

c. 1494
Rabelais born

1500
Dürer, Self-Portrait
c. 1500–6
Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa
1501–4
Michelangelo, David
1506
Bramante’s St Peter’s begun, Rome
1508–12
Michelangelo paints ceiling of Sistine Chapel,
Rome; Raphael works on frescoes of Vatican
apartments, including The School of Athens

c. 1500
English morality play Everyman
c. 1514
Machiavelli, The Prince
1516
Ariosto, Orlando furioso; Thomas More, Utopia

1510
Botticelli dies; Giorgione dies
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Decade

Choral Music

History

1510–19
(cont.)

1517
Heinrich Isaac dies

1513
Juan Ponce de León sights Florida
1517
Martin Luther publishes 95 Theses in
Saxony, thus beginning the Protestant
Reformation
1519–22
Magellan leads the first circumnavigation
of the world; Spanish under Cortés conquer
Aztecs in Mexico

1520–29

c. 1521
Josquin dies
1525/6
Palestrina born

1524
Peasants’ Revolt in Germany
1527
Rome sacked by Spanish and German
troops, Pope Clement VII captured; Sweden
adopts Lutheranism
1529
Turks besiege Vienna

1530–39

1532
Lassus born
1538
Willaert, first book of madrigals

1533
Henry VIII of England excommunicated by
Pope for divorcing his queen
1534
Henry VIII becomes supreme head of the
English church
1535
Thomas More executed

1540–49

c. 1540
Byrd born

1541
Calvin sets up Puritan theocracy in Geneva
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Art and Architecture

Literature

1513
Dürer, Knight, Death and the Devil
1516
Bosch dies
1516–18
Titian, Assumption of the Virgin
1519
Leonardo da Vinci dies

1520
Raphael dies
c. 1525-30
Pieter Bruegel the Elder born
1528
Dürer dies; Grünewald dies

1524
Ronsard born
1528
Baldassare Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier

1533
Holbein, The Ambassadors
1536
Michelangelo begins Last Judgement

1533
Montaigne born
1534
François Rabelais, Gargantua
1536
Erasmus dies
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Decade

Choral Music

History

1540–49
(cont.)

1545
Taverner dies
1548
Victoria born

1541 (cont.)
Turks conquer Hungary
1543
Copernicus’s De revolutionibus orbium
coelestium rejects traditional view of earth
as the centre of the universe
1545
Council of Trent convened in response to
threat of the Reformation

1550–59

1550/1555
Isaac, Choralis Contantinus published
1551
Palestrina at Cappella Giulia, Rome
1554
Palestrina, First Book of Masses
1555
Palestrina at St John Lateran, Rome
1556
Lassus at court of Albrecht V, Munich;
Lassus, First Book of Motets; St Philip Neri
founds Congregazione dell’Oratorio in
Rome
1557
Giovanni Gabrieli born

1555
Holy Roman Empire grants freedom of
worship to Lutheran states in Germany
1558
Elizabeth I ascends the English throne

1560–69

1563
Byrd at Lincoln Cathedral

1562–98
French Wars of Religion fought between
Catholics and Huguenots

128

Discover Choral Music Booklet 7-6-7

15/6/07

10:33 am

Page 129

DISCOVER CHORAL MUSIC

Art and Architecture

Literature

1550
Vasari, Lives of the Artists
1553
Titian, Danaë

1550
Ronsard, first four books of Odes

1563
El Escorial begun, near Madrid

1561
Thomas Hoby, The Courtyer (English translation of
Castiglione)
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Decade

Choral Music

History

1560–69
(cont.)

1567
Palestrina, Missa Papae Marcelli published;
Monteverdi born
1569
Victoria in Rome

1567
Philip II of Spain imposes reign of terror on
the Netherlands following Protestant
uprising

1570–79

1570
Byrd at Chapel Royal, London
1570s
Tallis, Spem in alium
1572
Tomkins born
?1576
Weelkes born

1571
Battle of Lepanto (Spanish and Venetian
fleets defeat Turks)
1572
Massacre of St Bartholomew, Paris (over
20,000 Huguenots killed)
1579–81
Northern Provinces of Netherlands set up
Dutch Republic and break away from Spain

1580–89

1580
Marenzio, First Book of Madrigals
1582
Monteverdi’s first publication, Sacrae
cantiunculae…liber primus
1583
Gibbons born
1585
Tallis dies; Schütz born
1586
Andrea Gabrieli dies
1587
Victoria in Madrid; Andrea and Giovanni
Gabrieli, Concerti

1582
Gregorian calendar introduced in Europe
1588
Spanish naval supremacy ends with defeat
of the Armada
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Art and Architecture

Literature

1564
Michelangelo dies
1565
Pieter Bruegel the Elder, The Months

1564
Shakespeare born; Marlowe born

1571
Caravaggio born
1575
Titian dies
1577
Rubens born

1573
Torquato Tasso, Aminta
1577
Holinshed, Chronicles

1586–8
El Greco, Burial of Count Orgaz

1581
Tasso, Gerusalemme liberata
1587
Marlowe, Tamburlaine the Great
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Decade

Choral Music

1580–89
(cont.)

1588
Byrd, Psalmes, Sonets and Songs
1589
Byrd, Cantiones sacrae, Vol. 1;
Florentine intermedi

History

1590–99

1591
Monteverdi in Mantua; Byrd, Cantiones
sacrae, Vol. 2
1592/95
Byrd, Ave verum corpus
1594
Palestrina dies; Lassus dies

1593–1606
Austria at war with Turks
1598
Henri IV’s Edict of Nantes ends the French
Wars of Religion; Philip II of Spain dies

1600–1609

1601
Monteverdi maestro di cappella at Mantua
1605
Carissimi born

1603
Elizabeth I of England dies
1604
James I of England publishes Counterblaste
to Tobacco
1605
Guy Fawkes and Catholic associates plan
Gunpowder Plot
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Art and Architecture

Literature

1599
Van Dyck born; Velázquez born; Caravaggio
receives first public commission

1590
Spenser, The Fairie Queene
c. 1591
Shakespeare, Richard III
1592
Montaigne dies
c. 1595
Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
1597
Bacon, Essays
1598
Jonson, Every Man in his Humour
1599
First recorded performance at Globe Theatre,
London

1606
Rembrandt born
1608
Caravaggio, Beheading of St John the Baptist

Shakespeare’s greatest decade, including Hamlet
(c. 1601), Othello (c. 1602), King Lear (c. 1604),
Macbeth (c. 1606), sonnets (1609)
1608
John Milton born
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Decade

Choral Music

History

1600–1609
(cont.)

1608
Dutch scientist Hans Lippershey invents
telescope, later adapted by Galileo Galilei

1610–19

1610
Monteverdi, Vespro della Beata Vergine
1611
Victoria dies
1612
Giovanni Gabrieli dies
1613
Monteverdi takes up post at St Mark’s,
Venice
1619
Schütz, Psalmen Davids

1610
Catholic extremist assassinates Henri IV of
France
1619
First African slaves in Americas purchased in
Jamestown, Virginia

1620–29

1623
Byrd dies; Weelkes dies
1625
Gibbons dies; Schütz, Cantiones sacrae

1620
The Pilgrim Fathers sail from England on
the Mayflower, landing at Plymouth,
Massachusetts
1625
Charles I crowned King of England;
Jean-Baptiste Denis performs first blood
transfusion
1629
Charles II dissolves English Parliament

1630–39

1632
Lully born
1637
Buxtehude born

1633
Inquisition forces Galileo to recant
Copernican views
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Art and Architecture

Literature

1610
Caravaggio dies
1614
El Greco dies
1619
Banqueting House, Whitehall begun (Inigo
Jones)

1611
The Authorised Version of the King James Bible
1615
Cervantes, Don Quixote (second part)
1616
Shakespeare dies

1624
Hals, The Laughing Cavalier
1626
Rembrandt establishes own studio in Leiden
1629
Rubens, Allegory on the Blessings of Peace

1620
Bacon, Novum organum
1621
Andrew Marvell born
1623
First folio edition of Shakespeare’s plays

1632
Vermeer born; Christopher Wren born
1635
Rembrandt, The Feast of Belshazzar

1634
Milton, Comus
1637
Descartes, Discourse on Method
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Decade

Choral Music

History

1630–39
(cont.)

1636
Harvard College founded in Cambridge,
Massachusetts
1638
Louis XIV ascends throne of France

1640–49

1643
Monteverdi dies; Charpentier born
?1645–50
Charpentier born
?1645
Schütz, The Seven Last Words
1648
Schütz, Geistliche Chormusik

1640
Portugal wins independence from Spain
1642
English Civil War begins
1646
George Fox begins to preach doctrine of
‘Christ within’, laying the foundation of the
Religious Society of Friends (Quakers)
1648
Peace of Westphalia ends German Thirty
Years War
1649
Charles I of England executed

1650–59

1656
Tomkins dies
1657
Lalande born
1659
Purcell born

1650
Otto van Guericke invents air pump
1652
Dutch establish settlement at Cape Town
(Kaapstaad), South Africa; original
protective ‘wall’ of Wall Street built in New
Amsterdam (later New York)
1658
Oliver Cromwell dies

1660–69

1665–6
Schütz, St Luke Passion, St John Passion,

1660
Charles II crowned King of England
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Art and Architecture

Literature

1640
Rubens dies
1642
Velázquez, The Dwarf Francisco Lezcano, called El
Niño de Vallecas

1640
Aphra Behn, England’s first professional female
writer, born
1644
Matsuo Basho, Japanese poet, born

1652
Inigo Jones dies
1654
Shah Jahan completes Taj Mahal
1656
Rembrandt petitions for bankruptcy

1650
Descartes dies
1651
Hobbes, Leviathan

1660
Velázquez dies

1660
Daniel Defoe born
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Decade

Choral Music

History

1660–69
(cont.)

St Matthew Passion

1663
First serious American slave conspiracy,
Virginia
1666
The Great Fire of London

1670–79

1672
Schütz dies; first concerts in London
charging admission for entry
1674
Carissimi dies
1678
Vivaldi born

1670
William Clement invents minute hand for
watches; Richard Lassels’s The Voyage of
Italy advocates the ‘Grand Tour’
1679
English Parliament passes Habeas Corpus
Act

1680–89

1685
J.S. Bach born; Handel born; Purcell, My
Heart Is Inditing
1687
Lully dies

1681
Last sighting of dodo on Mauritius
1682
Edmond Halley sees his namesake comet
1685
Louis XIV revokes Edict of Nantes;
Protestant Huguenots flee France
1688
England’s ‘Glorious Revolution’

1690–99

Early 1690s
Charpentier, Messe de minuit pour Noël;
idem, Te Deum
1695
Purcell, Funeral Music for Queen Mary

1692
Salem witch hunts begin
1693
The Ladies Mercury, first women’s
magazine, founded in London
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Art and Architecture

Literature

c. 1666
Vermeer, Girl with a Pearl Earring
1669
Rembrandt dies

1662–8
Molière, The School for Wives
1664
Molière, Tartuffe
1667
Milton, Paradise Lost; Jonathan Swift born

1675
Vermeer dies; Wren completes Royal Greenwich
Observatory and begins rebuild of St Paul’s
Cathedral

1671
Milton, Paradise Regained; idem, Samson Agonistes
1673
Molière dies
1674
Milton dies
1678
Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress

1682
Claude Lorraine dies
1684
Watteau born

1680
Comédie Française founded, Paris
1684
Pierre Corneille dies
1688
John Bunyan dies; Alexander Pope born
1689
Aphra Behn dies

1696
Tiepolo born
1697
William Hogarth born; first service in Wren’s St
Paul’s Cathedral, London

1694
Basho, The Narrow Road to the Deep North;
Voltaire born
1697
Charles Perrault, Contes de ma mère l’Oye
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Decade

Choral Music

History

1690–99
(cont.)

1695 (cont.)
Purcell dies

1694
Bank of England founded
1698
Tsar Peter the Great imposes tax on beards

1700–1709

1704
Charpentier dies
1706
Handel goes to Italy
1707
Handel, Dixit Dominus; Buxtehude dies

1701
Anders Celsius, inventor of temperature
scale, born
1702
Launch of The Daily Courant, first regular
English newspaper
1704
Isaac Newton, Optics
1705
Edmund Halley predicts return in 1758 of
comet last seen in 1682
1706
William Jones uses ∏ (pi) as mathematical
symbol
1707
Union of Scottish and English parliaments

1710–1719

1710
Handel leaves Italy for Hanover, then
London
1712
Handel settles permanently in London
1714
Gluck born

1712
First successful steam engine
1714
George I of England crowned; Fahrenheit
makes mercury thermometer
1715
Louis XV succeeds Louis XIV as King of
France
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Art and Architecture

Literature
1699
Racine dies

1705
Blenheim Palace begun (Vanbrugh)
1709
Etienne de Silhouette, outline portrait artist, born

1703
Samuel Pepys dies
1709
Steele and Addison launch The Tatler; Alexander
Selkirk rescued (inspiring Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe);
Samuel Johnson born

1710
Porcelain factory built at Meissen
1712
Watteau admitted to Académie Royale

1712
Jean-Jacques Rousseau born
1713
French encyclopaedist Denis Diderot born;
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Decade

Choral Music

History

1710–1719
(cont.)

1717
Bach leaves Weimar to become
Kapellmeister at Anhalt-Cöthen
1718
Handel, first of the ‘Chandos’ anthems

1717
Lady Montagu observes inoculation in
Turkey, later introduces procedure to Britain
1718
Establishment of Nouvelle Orléans (New
Orleans)

1720–29

1720
First and second season of Handel’s Royal
Academy of Music, London
1723
Bach, Magnificat; becomes Cantor at
St Thomas’s Church, Leipzig
1724
Bach, St John Passion, first performance
1726
Lalande dies
1727
Handel, Zadok the Priest; Bach, St Matthew
Passion, first performance

1720
South Sea Bubble: collapse of South Sea
Co., London
1725
Casanova born
1727
Isaac Newton dies
1728
Vitus Bering explores strait between Asia
and North America
1729
English translation of Newton’s Principia
mathematica

1730–39

1732
Haydn born; first public performance of
Handel’s Esther
1734
Bach, Christmas Oratorio
1738
Handel, Saul; idem, Israel in Egypt

1732
George Washington born
1733
John Kay invents flying shuttle for weaving
1735
Robert Walpole becomes first British Prime
Minister to live at 10 Downing Street
1737
End of Medici rule in Tuscany; Antonio
Stradivari dies; Thomas Paine born
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Art and Architecture

Literature
1713 (cont.)
novelist Laurence Sterne born
1719
Daniel Defoe, Robinson Crusoe

1720
Piranesi born
1721
Watteau dies
1723
Christopher Wren dies
1727
Gainsborough born
1729
Hogarth, The Beggar’s Opera

1721
Tobias Smollett born
1722
Christopher Smart born; Daniel Defoe, Moll
Flanders; idem, A Journal of the Plague Year
1724
Immanuel Kant born
1726
Swift, Gulliver’s Travels

1732
Fragonard born
1735
William Hogarth, The Rake’s Progress
1737
Salon exhibition permanently established at the
Louvre Palace, Paris

1731
Daniel Defoe dies; Abbé Prévost, Manon Lescaut
1732
Voltaire, Zaïre
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Decade

Choral Music

History

1740–49

1741
Handel, Messiah; idem, Samson;
Vivaldi dies
1744
Handel, Belshazzar; idem, Semele
1746
Handel, Judas Maccabaeus
1747–9
Bach, Mass in B minor
1748
Handel, Solomon

1742
Anders Celsius introduces Centigrade
temperature scale
1745
Bonnie Prince Charlie leads Jacobite
rebellion in Scotland; expulsion of Jews
from Prague
1746
Princeton University chartered
1748
Excavation of Pompeii

1750–59

1750
Bach dies
1752
Handel, Jephtha, first performance
1756
Mozart born
1759
Handel dies

1751
Carolus Linnaeus, Philosophia botanica
1752
Britain adopts Gregorian calendar
1755
Lisbon earthquake kills 60,000
1758
Halley’s Comet returns as predicted
1759
Josiah Wedgwood founds ceramic firm

1760–69

1763
Mozart begins travels as child virtuoso

1760
George III crowned King of Great Britain
and Ireland
1762
Catherine the Great becomes Empress of
Russia
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Art and Architecture

Literature

1741
Fuseli born
1743
Tiepolo, Triumph of Flora
1745
Piranesi, Imaginary Prisons
1746
Goya born
1749
Piranesi, The Gothic Arch

1740
Richardson, Pamela; Marquis de Sade born
1744
Alexander Pope dies
1745
Jonathan Swift dies
1749
Fielding, Tom Jones; Goethe born

1753
British Museum chartered (opens 1759)
1754
Thomas Chippendale publishes The Gentleman and
Cabinet Maker’s Director, first English book on
furniture designs
1755
Hogarth, Hogarth’s Servants
1759
Pierre-Joseph Redouté, French botanical painter,
born

1751
Thomas Gray, Elegy Written in a Country
Churchyard; Voltaire, Micromegas (first science
fiction)
1755
Dr Johnson, Dictionary of the English Language;
Rousseau, Discourse on the Origin of Inequality
1757
William Blake born
1759
Mary Wollstonecraft born; Friedrich von Schiller
born; Voltaire, Candide

1760
Hokusai born
1764
Hogarth dies
1765
Fragonard, The Swing

1761
Samuel Richardson dies
1763
Dr Johnson meets James Boswell
1766
Diderot, Encyclopédie completed
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1760–69
(cont.)

1763
British defeat French for control of India
1767
Mason-Dixon Line established
1768
Captain Cook’s first Pacific voyage

1770–79

1770
Beethoven born

1772
Carl Wilhelm Scheele discovers ‘fire air’
(i.e. oxygen)
1775
American War of Independence begins
1776
Jefferson drafts Declaration of
Independence

1780–89

1783
Mozart, Mass in C minor first performed

1781
American War of Independence ends;
Bank of North America, world’s first
commercial bank, founded in Philadelphia
1783
The Pennsylvania Evening Post and Daily
Advertiser, first US daily newspaper, begins
publishing
1785
The Daily Universal Register (later The
Times) first published in London
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1766
Joseph Wright of Derby, A Philosopher Lecturing
with a Mechanical Planetary; Stubbs, The Anatomy
of the Horse
1768
Royal Academy of Arts founded, London

1767
Sterne, Tristram Shandy

1774
Caspar David Friedrich born
1775
Turner born; Fragonard, The Fête at Saint-Cloud

1770
G.W.F. Hegel born; William Wordsworth born
1771
Walter Scott born
1774
Goethe, Die Leiden des jungen Werthers
1776
Thomas Paine, Common Sense
1778
Voltaire dies

1780
Ingres born
1781
Fuseli, The Nightmare
1789
Louis Daguerre born

1781
Kant, Critique of Pure Reason
1782
De Laclos, Les Liaisons dangereuses
1783
Noah Webster, Webster’s Elementary Spelling Book
1784
Samuel Johnson dies
1789
Blake, Songs of Innocence
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1780–89
(cont.)

1789
French Revolution begins; US Constitution
becomes law

1790–99

1791
Mozart, Requiem (incomplete); Mozart dies
1792
Rossini born
1797
Schubert born
1798
Haydn, The Creation (‘Die Schöpfung’);
idem, ‘Nelson’ Mass

1791
American Bill of Rights
1797
Republic of Venice falls to Napoleon
1799
Rosetta Stone discovered

1800–1809

1801
Haydn, The Seasons (‘Die Jahreszeiten’)
1803
Berlioz born
1807
Beethoven, Mass in C
1809
Haydn dies; Mendelssohn born

1804
Napoleon crowned Emperor
1805
Battle of Trafalgar, Nelson dies
1807
Abolition of slave trade in British Empire
1808
US Congress outlaws importation of slaves

1810–19

1811
Liszt born
1813
Verdi born

1811
Ned Ludd leads machine-breaking in
Nottingham
1812
Napoleon retreats from Moscow
1815
Battle of Waterloo
1819
Peterloo Massacre; first transatlantic
steamship crossing
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1790
Stubbs, Lion Attacking a Horse
1791
Géricault born
1793
David, The Death of Marat
1796
Aloys Senefelder invents lithography

1791–2
Thomas Paine, Rights of Man
1792
Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of
Woman
1794
Blake, Songs of Experience

1805
Turner, Shipwreck
1807
Caspar David Friedrich, The Cross in the Mountains;
David, The Coronation of the Emperor Napoleon I

1804
Schiller, William Tell
1805
Wordsworth, The Prelude completed
1807
Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit
1808
Goethe, Faust (Part I)

1810
Goya, Disasters of War
1815
Goya, Witches’ Sabbath
1818
Géricault, The Raft of Medusa

1812
Byron, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage I & II
1813
Austen, Pride and Prejudice
1818
Mary Shelley, Frankenstein
1819
Scott, The Bride of Lammermoor
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1820–29

1823
Beethoven, Missa solemnis
1824
Beethoven, Ninth Symphony
1824
Bruckner born
1827
Beethoven dies
1828
Schubert dies
1829
Mendelssohn conducts J.S. Bach’s
St Matthew Passion

1821
Michael Faraday discovers electromagnetic
rotation
1823
Charles Macintosh invents waterproof
fabric
1825
First public steam railway, Stockton to
Darlington
1829
Stephenson’s Rocket

1830–39

1832
Rossini, Stabat Mater
1834–6
Mendelssohn, St Paul
1837
Berlioz, Grande Messe des morts (Requiem),
first performance
1837
Mendelssohn, Psalm 42, first performance
1839
Berlioz, Roméo et Juliette

1830
Joseph Smith founds Mormonism
1831
Faraday discovers electromagnetic
induction
1832
Reform Act expands British suffrage
1837
Victoria becomes Queen of England
1839
Talbot invents photogenic drawing
(i.e., early photography)

1840–49

1843
Schumann, Das Paradies und die Peri
1845
Fauré born

1840
Penny post in Britain
1845
Irish potato famine begins; US annexes
Texas
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1821
Constable, The Hay Wain
1820
Brighton Pavilion completed
1826
Hokusai, Thirty-Six Views of Mount Fuji begun

1820
Blake, Jerusalem
1821
Dostoevsky born
1824
Wilkie Collins born; Byron dies; Pushkin, Boris
Godunov
1828
Noah Webster, An American Dictionary of the
English Language

1830
Delacroix, Liberty Leading the People
1834
William Morris born
1835
Turner, The Grand Canal
1839
Cézanne born

1836
Emerson, Nature; Dickens, Oliver Twist
1838
Dickens, Nicholas Nickleby
1839
Poe, The Fall of the House of Usher

1840
Caspar David Friedrich dies; Monet born
1844
Turner, Rain, Steam and Speed

1845
Poe, The Raven
1847
Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre; Emily Brontë,
Wuthering Heights
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1840–49
(cont.)

1846
Mendelssohn, Elijah
1847
Mendelssohn dies
1849
Berlioz, Te Deum

1846
Repeal of Corn Laws, Britain
1848
Marx and Engels, Communist Manifesto;
February Revolution, Paris

1850–59

1852
Stanford born
1854
Berlioz, L’Enfance du Christ
1855
Liszt, Missa solemnis; Gounod, ‘St Cecilia’
Mass (premiere)
1857
Elgar born
1857–62
Liszt, Die Legende von der heiligen
Elisabeth

1854
Charge of Light Brigade, Crimean War
1858
British Government takes control of India
from East India Company
1859
Darwin, On the Origin of Species by Means
of Natural Selection

1860–69

1860
Mahler born
1863
Rossini, Petite Messe solennelle
1864
Richard Strauss born; Bruckner, Mass in D
minor
1865
Liszt, Missa choralis

1861
Tsar Alexander II emancipates serfs;
American Civil War begins; unification of
Italy
1865
Marx, Das Kapital, Vol. I; Abraham Lincoln
assassinated
1868
Foundation of Trades Union Congress,
Britain
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1848
Gauguin born
1849
Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood founded

1849
Dickens, David Copperfield

1851
Paxton’s Crystal Palace opens
1853
Van Gogh born
1857
Millet, The Gleaners

1850
Wordsworth dies; Balzac dies
1851
Melville, Moby Dick
1854
Thoreau, Walden
1855
Whitman, Leaves of Grass

1863
Manet, Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe
1865
Manet, Olympia
1869
Matisse born

1862
Dostoevsky, In the House of the Dead
1865
Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland;
Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment
1867
Ibsen, Peer Gynt; Baudelaire dies
1869
Tolstoy, War and Peace
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1860–69
(cont.)

1866
1869
Bruckner, Mass in E minor
Suez Canal opens; Brooklyn Bridge begun
1867
Liszt, Hungarian Coronation Mass
1867–8
Bruckner, Mass in F minor
1868
Rossini dies; Brahms, Ein deutsches Requiem
1868–71
Brahms, Schicksalslied
1869
Berlioz dies; Brahms, Alto Rhapsody;
Bruckner, Locus iste

1870–79

1872
Vaughan Williams born
1874
Verdi, Requiem; Schoenberg born
1876
Havergal Brian born
1879
Bruckner, Christus factus est; idem, Os justi

1871
Darwin, The Descent of Man; Paris
Commune
1876
Bell invents telephone
1877
Edison invents phonograph

1880–89

1882
Stravinsky born
1882
Kodály born
1883
Wagner dies

1882
Daimler founds internal combustion engine
company, Stuttgart
1885
Louis Pasteur inoculates boy against rabies
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1872
Monet, Impression: Sunrise
1874
First Impressionist exhibition
1878
Muybridge, The Horse in Motion

1870
Verne, Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea
1871
Proust born
1872
George Eliot, Middlemarch
1877
Tolstoy, Anna Karenina
1879
Ibsen, A Doll’s House

1881
Picasso born
1882
Manet, A Bar at the Folies-Bergère
1883
Manet dies

1880
Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov
1882
Virginia Woolf born
1884
Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
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1880–89
(cont.)

1886
Liszt dies
1886–8
Fauré, Requiem; Parry, Blest Pair of Sirens

1886
Irish Home Rule crisis; President Cleveland
dedicates Statue of Liberty, New York
1889
Eiffel Tower opens

1890–99

1896
Bruckner dies
1897
Brahms dies
1899
Poulenc born

1893
Henry Ford builds his first car; Dreyfus
Affair begins, Paris
1895
Freud, Studies on Hysteria; Roentgen
reports discovery of X-rays; Lumière
brothers invent cinématographe
1898
Spanish–American War
1899
Boer Wars begin

1900–1909

1900
Elgar, The Dream of Gerontius
1901
Verdi dies
1901
Schoenberg, Gurrelieder
1902
Parry, I Was Glad
1905
Tippett born
1906
Shostakovich born

1900
Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams; Planck
postulates quantum theory
1901
Queen Victoria dies; Marconi sends radio
waves across the Atlantic
1903
Wright Brothers’ first powered aeroplane
flight
1905
Einstein’s special theory of relativity
1906
Founding of Labour Party, Britain
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1889
Van Gogh, Starry Night

1886
Rimbaud, Les Illuminations
1887
Conan Doyle, A Study in Scarlet

1890
Van Gogh dies
1891
Gauguin, On the Beach
1892
Toulouse-Lautrec, Jane Avril Entering the Moulin
Rouge
1899
Monet begins series of water-lily paintings at
Giverny

1893
Maeterlinck, Pelléas et Mélisande
1894
Wilde, Salomé; Kipling, The Jungle Book
1895
Hardy, Jude the Obscure
1896
Housman, A Shropshire Lad

1903
1903
Founding of Letchworth, England’s first garden city London, The Call of the Wild; idem, The People of
the Abyss
1904
Frank Lloyd Wright, Larkin Building, New York
1904
Barrie, Peter Pan
State
1905
1907
First Fauvist exhibition, Paris
Synge, The Playboy of the Western World
1907
1908
Picasso, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon
Forster, A Room with a View
1909
Stein, Three Lives
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1900–1909
(cont.)

1906–7
Mahler, Symphony No. 8 (‘Symphony of a
Thousand’)
1907
Schoenberg, Friede auf Erden
1908
Messiaen born

1910–19

1910
Rachmaninov, The Liturgy of St John
Chrysostom; Vaughan Williams, A Sea
Symphony
1911
Mahler dies
1912
Stanford, The Blue Bird, published
1913
Britten born; Richard Strauss, Deutsche
Motette
1915
Rachmaninov, All-Night Vigil (Vespers)
1917
Holst, The Hymn of Jesus

1910
Russell and Whitehead, Principia
mathematica, Vol. I
1911
Amundsen reaches South Pole
1912
Sinking of Titanic
1914
World War I begins
1915
Wegener, The Origins of Continents and Oceans
1917
Russian Revolution
1918
World War I ends; global influenza epidemic
begins; British Parliament grants right to
vote to women over thirty

1920–29

1921
Honegger, King David
1922
Vaughan Williams, Mass in G minor; Frank
Martin, Mass

1920
US Congress grants women right to vote;
League of Nations founded
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1910
Braque, Violin and Pitcher
1912
Duchamp, Nude Descending a Staircase; Picasso
collage, Still Life with Chair Caning
1913
Armory Show, New York
1916
Tzara et al. found Dadaism
1917
Founding of De Stijl
1919
Founding of Bauhaus, Weimar, Germany

1912
Mann, Death in Venice
1913
Proust, Swann’s Way; Lawrence, Sons and Lovers
1918
Spengler, The Decline of the West

1924
First Surrealist Manifesto
1925
Art Deco exhibition, Paris

1921
Pound, Hugh Selwyn Mauberley
1922
T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land; Joyce, Ulysses
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1920–29
(cont.)

1923
Kodály, Psalmus hungaricus
1923–5
Vaughan Williams, Sancta civitas
1924
Fauré dies; Stanford dies
1925
Schoenberg, Three Satires
1926
Janáček, Glagolithic Mass
1927
Brian, ‘Gothic’ Symphony

1922
Stalin becomes secretary-general of Soviet
Communist Party; Mussolini becomes Prime
Minister of Italy; BBC begins broadcasting;
discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb
1926
Baird demonstrates television
1927
Lindbergh’s first solo non-stop transatlantic
flight
1929
US stock market crash

History

1930–39

1930
Stravinsky, Symphony of Psalms
1931
Walton, Belshazzar’s Feast
1933
Britten, A Boy Was Born
1934
Elgar dies
1935
Poulenc, Mass in G; Pärt born
1936
Orff, Carmina burana; Poulenc, Sept
Chansons
1937
Messiaen, O sacrum convivium
1938
Howells, Hymnus Paradisi
1939–41
Tippett, A Child of our Time

1933
Hitler becomes Chancellor of Germany
1935
Mussolini attacks Abyssinia
1936
Spanish Civil War begins
1938
Hitler annexes Austria; declaration of
peaceful intent at Munich
1939
World War II begins
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1927
The Jazz Singer inaugurates sound movie era
1927
Mondrian, Composition with Red, Yellow and Blue
1928
Disney invents Mickey Mouse

1925
Stein, The Making of Americans; Fitzgerald, The
Great Gatsby; Kafka, The Trial
1928
Lawrence, Lady Chatterley’s Lover
1929
Hemingway, A Farewell to Arms

1931
Alexander Calder creates his first mobiles
1933
Bauhaus closed by Nazis
1937
Hockney born; Picasso paints mural Guernica for
Paris World Exhibition

1932
Huxley, Brave New World
1936
T.S. Eliot, Collected Poems 1909–35; Margaret
Mitchell, Gone with the Wind
1939
Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath
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1940–49

1940
Randall Thompson, Alleluia
1942
Britten, A Ceremony of Carols; idem, Hymn
to St Cecilia; Thompson, The Testament of
Freedom
1943
Poulenc, Figure humaine; Britten, Rejoice in
the Lamb
1944
Messiaen, Trois Petites Liturgies; Tavener
born
1944–8
Stravinsky, Mass
1945
Rutter born
1947
Duruflé, Requiem
1948
Britten, St Nicolas
1949
Richard Strauss dies; Messiaen, Cinq
Rechants; Britten, Spring Symphony

1941
Hitler invades USSR; Japanese attack on
Pearl Harbor
1944
Allied landings in Normandy
1945
Germany surrenders; signing of UN Charter;
USA drops atom bombs on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki; Japan surrenders
1948
State of Israel founded

1950–59

1951
Schoenberg dies
1951–2
Poulenc, Quatre Motets pour le temps de
Noël
1954
Howells, Missa sabriensis

1950
Korean War begins
1951
European Coal and Steel Community
founded
1953
Stalin dies; Elizabeth II crowned Queen
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1940
Paul Klee dies
1942
Edward Hopper, Nighthawks
1947
Matisse, Jazz; Le Corbusier begins design of Unité
d’Habitation, Marseilles

1941
James Joyce dies; Virginia Woolf dies
1944
T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets
1945
Orwell, Animal Farm
1947
Camus, La Peste
1949
Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four

1950
Picasso, Portrait of a Painter, after El Greco
1954
Mies van der Rohe begins building Seagram
Building, New York
1956
Pollock dies

1950
Orwell dies; Shaw dies; Greene, The Third Man
1953
Beckett, Waiting for Godot
1955
Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings
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1950–59
(cont.)

1956
Britten, Antiphon
1958
Vaughan Williams dies
1959
Poulenc, Gloria; Leighton, Magnificat and
Nunc dimittis

1954
Beginning of war in Vietnam
1959
Cuban Revolution

1960–69

1962
Britten, War Requiem; Penderecki, Stabat
Mater
1963
Poulenc dies
1963–5
Tippett, The Vision of St Augustine
1965
Bernstein, Chichester Psalms
1966
Penderecki, St Luke Passion
1967
Kodály dies

1961
Berlin Wall built; USSR puts first man into
space
1963
US President John Kennedy assassinated in
Dallas
1965
US troops sent to Vietnam
1969
First manned landing on moon

1970–79

1971
Stravinsky dies
1972
Haverga Brian dies
1974
Rutter, Gloria (premiere)
1975
Shostakovich dies

1972
Terrorists attack Munich Olympics
1973
USA leaves Vietnam
1974
Nixon resigns as US President
1975
Pol Pot becomes dictator of Cambodia;
Microsoft founded
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1957
Pasternak, Doctor Zhivago

1961
‘Young Contemporaries’ exhibition, London
1966
Carl André, Equivalent VIII (using bricks)
1967
Magritte dies

1961
Hemingway dies; Heller, Catch-22
1965
T.S. Eliot dies
1967
Márquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude

1971
Pompidou Centre, Paris begun (Rogers and Piano);
Cy Twombly, Nini’s Painting
1973
Picasso dies
1977
Pompidou Centre opens; Anthony Caro, Emma
Dipper

1973
Auden dies; Farrell, The Siege of Krishnapur
1975
Wodehouse dies; Malcolm Bradbury, The History
Man; Paul Scott, A Division of the Spoils (last of Raj
Quartet)
1979
Golding, Darkness Visible
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1970–79
(cont.)

1976
Britten dies
1977
Pärt, Cantate Domino

1979
Margaret Thatcher becomes British Prime
Minister

1980–89

1981
Tavener, Funeral Ikos
1981
Schnittke, Minnesang
1982
Tavener, The Lamb
1985
Rutter, Requiem; Schnittke, Choir Concerto
1986
Tavener, Magnificat and Nunc dimittis
1989
Pärt, Magnificat

1980
IBM launches personal computer
1981
First space shuttle flight; first know cases of
AIDS diagnosed; Ronald Reagan becomes
US President
1982
Britain and Argentina at war
1984
Indira Gandhi assassinated, India
1989
Berlin Wall destroyed; Tiananmen Square
massacre, Beijing

1990–99

1990
Rutter, Magnificat
1992
Messiaen dies
1993
Tavener, Song for Athene;
Whitacre, Cloud-burst
1995
Whitacre, Water Night
1997
Lauridsen, Lux aeterna

1990
Iraq invades Kuwait; Germany reunified;
Nelson Mandela released from prison
1991
USSR dissolved; UN forces attack Iraq
1993
Terrorists bomb World Trade Center, New
York
1994
Mandela first president of multi-racial
democracy, South Africa

166

Discover Choral Music Booklet 7-6-7

15/6/07

10:33 am

Page 167

DISCOVER CHORAL MUSIC

Art and Architecture

Literature

1985
Chagall dies; Christo wraps Pont Neuf, Paris
1987
Warhol dies; Institut du Monde Arabe completed,
Paris
1988
Freeze group show at Goldsmiths College; London
launches Young British Artists
1989
Dalí dies

1981
Rushdie, Midnight’s Children
1983
Olson, The Maximus Poems
1987
Morrison, Beloved
1988
Rushdie, The Satanic Verses
1989
Ayatollah Khomeini pronounces fatwa against
Rushdie

1991
Damien Hirst, The Physical Impossibility of Death in
the Mind of Someone Living (shark piece)
1992
Francis Bacon dies; Rachel Whiteread, Untitled
(House)
1997
Guggenheim Bilbao museum completed
(Frank Gehry)
1999
Tracey Emin, My Bed

1991
Graham Greene dies; Angela Carter, Wise Children
1992
Ondaatje, The English Patient
1997
DeLillo, Underworld; Harry Potter and the
Philosopher’s Stone
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1990–99
(cont.)

1998
Tippett dies; Schnittke dies

1996
Taliban take power in Afghanistan
1999
NATO forces attack Serbia; some EU
countries adopt the euro as their currency

2000–

2002
Tavener, The Veil of the Temple

2001
9/11 attack on World Trade Center and
Pentagon; USA invades Afghanistan
2002
USA imprisons alleged terrorists at
Guantánamo Bay, Cuba
2003
USA and allies invade Iraq
2004
Indian Ocean tsunami kills 130,000; Madrid
train bombings
2005
Four suicide bombers attack London; first
human face transplant, France
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2000
Tate Modern opens, London
2002
Anish Kapoor, Marsyas
2004
Fire at Momart storage centre, London, destroys
hundreds of artworks
2005
Rachel Whiteread, Embankment; Paolozzi dies

Literature

2000
Margaret Atwood, The Blind Assassin
2003
D.B.C. Pierre, Vernon God Little
2004
Roth, The Plot Against America
2005
Arthur Miller dies
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Anthem See motet and verse anthem.
Antiphon A liturgical chant sung in association with a psalm. See also
votive antiphon.
Antiphonal Describing texture in which groups sing or perform sections of
music in alternation
Basso continuo The bass line in Baroque music, often shortened to ‘continuo’.
Typically this was played by a combination of melodic and chordal
instruments. Composers indicated the harmony they wished to be
played by writing numbers under the notes (the figured bass), a
form of shorthand comparable to modern guitar chord symbols.
Canon A type of imitation in which one part copies exactly the shape
of another
Cantata From the Latin word meaning ‘sung’. Denotes secular chamber
music in seventeenth-century Rome. The term was later applied
to multi-movement music for the Lutheran church.
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Cantus firmus A pre-existing melody adopted as the basis of a piece of
polyphonic music
Chromatic Notes which are not contained in the standard ‘diatonic’
scales forming the basis of most western music; for example,
in the scale of C major (which uses only the white keys of a
piano) every black key on a piano is ‘chromatic’.
Counterpoint The interweaving of separate horizontal melodic lines, as
opposed to the accompaniment of a top-line (horizontal)
melody by a series of (vertical) chords. Music relating to or
incorporating counterpoint is described as ‘contrapuntal’.
See also polyphony.
False relation The simultaneous or near-simultaneous use of the same note
in both its natural and chromatically altered forms such as F
natural and F sharp
Fugue A type of composition in which the same theme is used as
the basis for imitative counterpoint throughout
Homophonic Describing part-writing in which the parts move in the same
rhythmic pattern; a chordal, hymn-like style
Imitation A compositional device whereby each part in a polyphonic
composition enters with the same theme or a slight variant
of it.
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Ison Sustained or pedal note in the bass in Byzantine liturgical
chant
Liturgy The formal structures of religious worship
Madrigal Type of polyphonic music developed in Italy in the
fourteenth century, based on secular texts. Usually sung by
one voice per part, the madrigal reached the peak of
refinement in the sixteenth century, when it became a
vehicle for musical experimentation. From Italy the madrigal
spread to England, Flanders and the German-speaking lands.
Mass Christian religious service taking its name from the Latin
missa. It includes the Eucharist, a ritual commemoration of
the Last Supper of Christ and his disciples. See also Ordinary,
paraphrase mass, parody mass and Proper(s).
Magnificat The Song of Mary from St Luke’s Gospel (Luke 1:46–55). This
text is part of the evening liturgies of both the Roman
Catholic and Anglican churches.
Melisma Group of notes sung to one syllable; it is the opposite of
‘syllabic’.
Mode One of a series of musical scales that were defined as part of
the standardisation of plainchant. The scales were given
Greek names adopted from Byzantine practice. Medieval
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musical theory expected specific modes to be both expressive
and stimulating of specific emotions.
Monophony Music in only one part; the opposite of polyphonic
Motet In medieval music, a multi-layered polyphonic piece in which
the texts of the individual voices could be quite distinct. In
general, it is a polyphonic setting of a text without specific
liturgical function. Conventionally, such pieces in English are
called anthems.
Office The non-eucharistic services (i.e. those that are not the
Mass), such as Vespers and Compline (both sung in the
evening) and Matins, sung in the morning. Offices in the
Anglican Church include Evensong (sung in the evening) and
Matins.
Ordinary Those parts of the Mass text which do not vary with the
occasion, i.e. Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, Benedictus and
Agnus Dei. It is the opposite of Proper(s).
Paraphrase mass A setting of the Ordinary that derives its content from a
single line of melody, such as a piece of chant
Parody mass A setting of the Ordinary that derives its musical content
from a piece of polyphonic music
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Passion From the Latin passus (suffered), the Passion is those parts of
the biblical Gospels which tell the story of Christ’s betrayal,
arrest, trial and crucifixion; music based on them.
Pedal note Sustained note, usually in the bass, against which the other
voices move. Synonymous with ‘drone’ and ison.
Polychoral Describes music for more than one choir. The texture of
polychoral pieces is typically antiphonal. Polychoral music
often exploits the special separation of the choirs, as in the
cori spezzati used at St Mark’s, Venice.
Polyphony Music in which there are at least two equally important
melodic lines sounding simultaneously. Conventionally this
term is used for early vocal music (to approximately 1600).
Similarly constructed vocal music of later periods and
instrumental music of all periods is conventionally described
as being contrapuntal.
Proper(s) Those parts of the Mass or any other liturgical text which
vary with the day and season, e.g. Introit, Gradual, Alleluia,
Tract, Offertory and Communion. Notable settings of Propers
are Isaac’s Choralis Constantinus (an incomplete set written
for Konstanz Cathedral and completed after Isaac’s death by
Ludwig Senfl, published in 1550 and 1555), and Byrd’s
Gradualia (1605 and 1607).
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Strophic Describing songs in which all verses are sung to the same
music
Te Deum A Latin hymn traditionally thought to have been improvised
by Bishop Ambrose of Milan and St Augustine on the
occasion of the latter’s baptism by the former in AD 387.
However, many scholars attribute it to Nicetas, Bishop of
Remesiana in the late fourth and early fifth centuries. Often
sung at special celebrations, such as military victories. Many
settings survive from the nineteenth century and later.
Texture The number of notes or melodic lines that sound at once,
and their relationship to each other. See also canon, fugue,
homophonic, imitation.
Verse anthem An anthem in which some sections are sung by solo voices.
See also motet.
Vespers Roman Catholic Office sung in the evening
Votive antiphon An antiphon in honour of a particular saint, most commonly
the Blessed Virgin Mary
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