Notes on the Choral Music

Easter, that festival of Christ’s resurrection and our salvation, is celebrated on a single date, but the season of Eastertide lasts 40 days, occupying a major portion of the liturgical year and five Sundays of worship. Ascension occurs on the Thursday after the sixth Sunday of Easter. In between, we have the traditional Low Sunday (celebrated tomorrow) and Good Shepherd Sunday (the fourth Sunday after Easter), for example. Various texts relating to the Resurrection and the events occurring before Christ’s Ascension can be emphasized during that time in readings, homilies, and music. While the message of Easter radiates joy and exuberance, it also carries undertones of anguish, grief, misery and disbelief, as Jesus’ disciples dispersed to avoid persecution and the various Marys – his mother, Mary Magdalene and Mary the wife of Cleophas – endeavored to make sense of the unbelievable and transmuting events of Holy Week. The long season after Easter Sunday serves to give Christians time to reflect on, and even relive, these intense and disparate emotional states, and while the great music written over the centuries to commemorate Easter and Eastertide is known mainly for its celebratory aspects, some of it also depicts the pathos.
Philippe Rogier (c.1561-1596) was one of many musicians brought from Flanders to serve in the Royal Chapel of King Philip II in Madrid. Rogier’s career began as a chorister in 1572; he was later ordained priest, appointed vice-chapelmaster in 1584, and finally made maestro de capilla in 1586. Sadly, this was all too brief an appointment: Rogier died in February of 1596, at the age of only 35.

During his short career Rogier composed over 250 works, including mass settings, motets, chansons and villançicos. Only about a fifth of Rogier’s compositions has survived: many of his works were lost in the fire at the royal palace in Madrid in 1734; and 243 compositions listed in the library of King João IV of Portugal were destroyed in the Lisbon earthquake of 1755. Fortunately, Rogier had published a collection of motets in 1595 and assembled several mass settings ready for printing at the time of his death; these, and his other extant works, reveal an extraordinarily talented and versatile young composer. 

Following in the footsteps of his father, Emperor Charles V, King Philip II of Spain maintained a significant musical household at the royal court in Madrid which included the Chapel of the House of Burgundy, known as the capilla flamenca, comprised mainly of Flemish composers and singers, and the Chapel of the House of Castile (the capilla española), consisting of mostly Spanish singers, the ministriles (wind players), viols and lutenists. Flemish musicians figured prominently, including a long line of chapel-masters including included Nicolas Payen (1556-1559), Pierre de Manchicourt (1560-1564), Jean Bonmarchais (1564-1569), Gérard de Turnhout (1572-1580), George de la Hèle (1581-1586), and Philippe Rogier (1588-1596). 

Rogier was at ease writing works in the rich, contrapuntal renaissance style of his native Flemish predecessors, such as the Missa Ego sum qui sum, based on a motet by Nicolas Gombert (recorded by Magnificat for Linn Records). What is revealed by the works performed today, however, is Rogier’s mastery of the forward-looking, baroque writing typical of Venetian composers such as Andrea and Giovanni Gabrieli. Contemporaneous documents refer to several polychoral pieces by Rogier: for example, the court music copyist, Isaac Bertout, made copies of a 12-part Magnificat by Rogier, complete with instrumental parts para los menestrilles, in 1591. Rogier was certainly familiar with the works of the elder Gabrieli, for amongst the items bequeathed in his will to his student Géry de Ghersem were Doze libros de motetes y madrigales italianos de Andrea Gabrieli.

The new compositional styles emanating from Italy during the latter part of the 16th century represented a dramatic shift from the idioms of the renaissance, with an increased emphasis on polychoral scoring, antiphonal techniques, and instrumental accompaniment. Although it has traditionally been regarded as an essentially Italianate style, there is ample evidence of a vibrant Spanish tradition of polychoral writing. Rogier’s celebrated contemporaries Francisco Guerrero and Tomás Luis de Victoria, and later generations including Sebastián de Vivanco and Juan Bautista Comes, all wrote significant quantities of polychoral music. 

Furthermore, the participation of instrumentalists in Spanish liturgical music was well established by the late 16th century, and many cathedrals vied with each other for the best singers and players. At El Escorial, Philip II’s great monastery, basilica, library, royal palace, seminary and mausoleum, there are accounts of grand liturgies referring to the joint participation of several musical bodies: for example, the two musical components of the royal chapel, the capilla flamenca and the capilla española, were joined by choirs from the cathedrals of Ávila and Toledo for major ceremonies. There are references to the use of “cornetas y bajones y sacabuches” (cornetts, bassoons and sackbuts) on the Feast of Corpus Christi in 1588. To celebrate the monastery’s patronal festival of St. Lawrence, the monks were joined by the singers and instrumentalists of the royal chapel and “the sound of instruments and the organs filled the church” – just as it will do this afternoon in the grand polychoral music of Rogier and Hieronymus Praetorius.

Rogier’s interest in the new musical ideas emanating from Italy is clearly demonstrated in his setting of the Eastertide Marian antiphon Regina Caeli. This motet for double choir perfectly sums up Rogier’s synthesis of the estilo antiguo – the “old” imitative style of the Renaissance – and the nuevo estile – the emerging Baroque ideas of contrasting groups, shorter phrases, more rhythmical writing, and a more vertical, harmonically conceived style. The work opens with a single voice from Choir I intoning what first sounds like a plainsong incipit, but which becomes part of a polyphonic, freely imitative section (Regina Caeli laetare, alleluia). The second choir begins the next phrase (Quia quem meruisti) in this gentler style until its alleluia, where Rogier alternates and expands the setting, culminating with all eight voices singing together. This leads to an exuberant treatment of Resurrexit sicut dixit, alleluia where Rogier chooses rhythmical, fanfare-like figures, alternating rapidly between the two choirs. “Ora pro nobis” follows in a more reflective style, before triple-metre alleluias lead the music to a sonorous close

The Missa Domine Dominus noster exists in two versions: a twelve-part setting in three choirs, and one for eight voices. Both versions are preserved in the library at El Escorial. It was clearly a popular piece: copies are also to be found in Valencia; a reduction for five voices is held in the cathedral library at Valladolid; and a continuo part exists in the cathedral library at Palma. Its style is distinctly baroque, with vigorously rhythmical, antiphonal contrasts, shifting duple and triple metres, and frequent changes of scoring. The setting of the Gloria and Credo are very expansive but the Sanctus (without Benedictus) and Agnus Dei are very concise. Rogier, a master of the seamless, complex polyphonic style of his Flemish predecessors, is here creating something very different, demonstrating a keen awareness of spatial drama, and an intriguing use of modern musical language. This substantial and forward-looking work adds considerably to the corpus of Rogier’s music, and to our appreciation of his status as a composer.
Prolific English composer William Byrd spent much of his life in the service of the church, during the reigns of monarchs Henry VIII, Mary, Elizabeth and James. Religious and political affairs in England during that time were in constant disarray, as the statewide Catholicism turned to Anglicanism and back and forth depending on the religious persuasion of the king or queen and his/her consort. It is likely that Byrd served in the Chapel Royal as a chorister during the reign of Mary, a Catholic married to Philip II of Spain and Hapsburg emperor. In his 20s he was organist of Lincoln Cathedral, but in 1575 he took up the prestigious post of Gentleman of the Chapel Royal, working as organist and composer. The year 1575 marks the beginning of a 21-year patent – a monopoly -- on publishing music granted by Queen Elizabeth to Byrd and Tallis, his teacher, and, subsequently, leaseholds on parcels of land that ensured not only a steady stream of income but also sufficient royal favor to enable him to write Catholic music without fear of being thrown in jail. The Gradualia were published later in his life, in 1605 and 1607, by which time Byrd had retired to Essex and was under the patronage of Sir John Petre, a Catholic in whose manor houses the faithful could gather to celebrate mass. In the Gradualia, Byrd amassed a collection of mass propers, fairly short pieces of music on psalm texts that punctuate sacerdotal motions during the service (e.g. the space between the Epistle reading and the Gospel) and are related in content and mood to the liturgical date. Byrd was a devout Catholic at this stage of his career and this affinity and mature compositional technique combine to produce expressions of heartfelt faith with meticulous adherence to the spoken word.

Not surprisingly given the length of Eastertide, his Gradualia settings for Easter are not restricted to Easter day but extend beyond; an example is his three-part setting of “Regina Caeli,” to be used from Easter to Pentecost. For our program today, we use Easter Day settings, beginning with the introit “Resurrexit,” in four sections, the first of which is repeated by the full choir at the end after a homophonic Doxology. The sequence “Victimae Paschali laudes” is not set to the familiar Gregorian tune but is again sectional, with different contrapuntal treatments depending on text; one of the most surprising occurring on the words “mors et vita duello” for two tenor voices. Two very short propers, “Terra tremuit” for five voices and “Haec dies” for three, show Byrd’s mastery of concise writing, including secure harmonic underpinnings, homophony representing the large-scale shaking of the earth (rather than individual jigglings), and paired “Alleluias” representing collective joy.
The novel polychoral styles introduced by Andrea Gabrieli in Venice in the late 1500s influenced composers across Europe, including the Germans. Although it is unlikely that Gabrieli met either Rogier or Praetorius, Schütz and Hassler both studied with Gabrieli and transmitted his ideas to northern Germany via meetings such as a famous organ testing session that took place in central Germany and attracted over 50 prominent organists, including Hieronymus Praetorius and Michael Praetorius. Hieronymus, a Hamburg musician whose father served as organist for one of the principal churches in that free Hanseatic city, was the first north German to compose in the Venetian style. His schooling was in Hamburg, initially by his father, but Johann Mattheson relates that the son was considered so talented that he was sent to Köln to further his craft. He succeeded his father as organist of the Jakobikirche in Hamburg after serving in Erfurt, and in addition directed music at the neighboring Gertrudenkirche for most of his life. While he composed for the organ, it is his forward-looking polychoral music, the first of its type in north Germany, which marks him as one of the great church musicians of northern Europe at the turn of the seventeenth century. “Tulerunt Dominum,” an example of the more reflective Easter text, pairs the anxiety of the Marys and their subsequent joy as the angel informs them of the resurrection, and may well be an earlier composition of Praetorius. Its style is entirely polyphonic but expressive: note the vocal tremulo representing weeping on the word “plorans.” “Jubilate Deo,” on the other hand, is in the grand Venetian style and is most suitable for the psalm text, with the choirs spread out and joining in a collective “Omnis terra” (all the earth) and individual “adoret te” (adores thee), with repeats and echoes to reflect the majesty and abundance of the Lord’s blessings. Contemporary practice in Hamburg allowed for instruments to replace vocal parts. A single voice could be combined with instruments to form one of the choirs, for instance, or sing in concert with instruments, or individual instruments could substitute for voices, depending on the resources at hand and the choir director’s taste for color. Here we use the cornetto to represent the top voice of Choir I, brass to reinforce the lowest voices of Choir III and the organ to augment Choir II, a combination of timbres that would have been heartily endorsed by Hieronymus Praetorius and his musical forces at the Jakobikirche.
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