Duarte Lobo (c.1565-1646) – Dois responsorios
Duarte Lobo, born in southern Portugal and a contemporary of Monteverdi, was for
many years ‘mestre de capela’ in Evora and then of Lisbon’s Santa Maria Maior
cathedral, from 1591 until 1639. With their rich harmonies, fine interchange between
homophony and polyphony, and their attention to the texts as main instrument for
contemplation and confession (one of the most important rules during the Counter
Reformation), Lobo’s scores indeed resemble the church music of Monteverdi, but also
of Palestrina. Both responsories on the program, Hodie nobis caelorum and Quem
vidistis pastores?, written for Christmas, are beautiful examples of the golden age of
music in Portugal.
Arvo Pärt (1935) – Magnificat (1989), Nunc Dimittis (2001)
Like his contemporary Harvey, Estonian master Arvo Pärt extensively studied the choral
music of the 14th-16th centuries. Together with his search for a more contemplative
and profoundly confessional music, this led in the 1980s to a unique style and
technique. Pärt has always searched for a music that relates as much to the contemporary worshipper as to worlds and traditions stretching back to the sources of Roman
and Orthodox chanting. His music hints at a dreamt past, when composers were quite
often monks or at least serving in a monastery.
Most of Pärt’s music sounds homophonic but reveals an extraordinary inner contrapuntal life. His language is mainly modal, but seasoned with passing dissonant
harmonies. It is the expression of a late 20th-century composer, but the way he uses
harmonies gives the impression of a very old tradition. Pärt has developed a bell-like
sound, which he calls his tintinnabulation technique. The Magnificat (or ‘Song of Mary’)
is one of the most accomplished examples.
Another remarkable aspect of this score is the alternation between different vocal
groups from phrase to phrase while the ensemble slowly grows towards the end of the
piece. With its calm flow of harmonies the Nunc Dimittis (or ‘Song of Simeon’) reveals
Pärt’s music at its most introvert and meditative. The stammering towards the end of
the piece could be explained as the blind Simeon physically searching his way in the
dark, but spiritually able to see the salvation of the Lord.
Pedro de Cristo (1545/50-1618) – Two responsories
Pedro de Cristo was a native of Coimbra, where he was maestro di cappella at the
Monastery of Santa Cruz before entering into the service of the San Vicente de Fóra in
Lisbon. He composed some 200 works, many reminiscent of Palestrina’s music. Most
of his works reflect the wishes of the Counter Reformation, much like the music of
Duarte Lobo: the texts are set in a mixture of imitative polyphony and homophony, while
chromatic colours are lacking. O Magnum Mysterium is the fourth Responsory for the
Day of Christ’s birth, Beata visceras Mariae the seventh. Compared to Lauridsen’s O
Magnum Mysterium, with its mystical light and dreamy atmosphere, Pedro de Cristo’s
music on the same text is much more down-to-earth with its brilliant melismas and
straightforward setting of the texts.
Morton Lauridsen (1947) – O Magnum Mysterium (1994)
This is probably one of the most performed and recorded choral works of the later 20th
century. Lauridsen has written extensively for choir. Most of his popular works are
extremely refined and colourful, often spiritual or religious, using the techniques of the
great Renaissance masters as well as the harmonic language of the late 19th and early
20th century. Thus O Magnum Mysterium can be considered a personal tribute to the
great Renaissance masters Josquin des Prez and Palestrina, as well as to the tradition

of plainchant. Harmonically, Lauridsen’s aim has been to evoke a musical parallel to
the chiaroscuro technique of the Spanish Baroque painter Francisco de Zurbarán, with
its soft light and mystical subjects.
Jonathan Harvey (1939-2012) – Come Holy Ghost (1984)
Come Holy Ghost is a great example of the English choral tradition in the last half of the
20th century. With a remarkable mixture of plainchant (here the hymn Veni Creator
Spiritus, known in England as Come Holy Ghost) and modern, aleatoric and medieval
techniques, Harvey has constructed a bridge that crosses more than a millennium of
Western musical culture. Apart from these compositional technicalities, Come Holy
Ghost is also a fine example of music that can be performed by amateurs and
professionals alike. The gentle flowing of the plainchant, together with the “builtin”acoustic effect created by the layer of voices, evokes the atmosphere of a monastery
where laymen and monks are taken by the hymn into a world of confessional ecstasy.
Veljo Tormis (1930) – Six Choral Folk Songs (from different cycles)
Very few twentieth century composers have written such a vast repertoire for choir with
such a variety of musical sources as Veljo Tormis. Until his retirement in 2000, Tormis
composed some five hundred scores for choir. Many of these are based on folk
melodies, either from Estonia or Finland. Generally speaking, Tormis constructed his
music with rather simple means: repetitive harmonies, rhythms and folk tunes, dances,
yells, and sometimes an additional drum. Each score immediately reflects the chosen
text and the central idea within the text. In folk songs the harmonies are mostly rather
simple, modal or tonal, with open fifths for support. Dissonants in harmony or melody
are generally used to spice up the sound and give the songs a tribal quality. A very
important factor in Tormis’ art, which he shares in many ways with Arvo Pärt, is the
explicit desire to relate to a far, collective past – Estonian and Finnish – with the epic
texts of Kalevala as important source, as well as the Livonian heritage.
Fernando Lopes-Graça (1906-1994) – Dos Romances Viejos (1967)
Nearly twenty years after his death, Fernando Lopes-Graça is still considered one of the
great masters of Portugal’s music of the last century. As a musicologist he wrote many
pioneering essays on Portuguese folk music. As a composer he often used his great
knowledge of folk music and of Portugal’s past in his many original scores for orchestra,
chamber music, theatre, and vocal ensembles. In both Romances the combination of
folk music and Bartok-like dissonant harmonies is apparent. The voicing is mostly
homophonic, and the emphasis is on the texts. Even so, both scores have some
splendid moments of polyphony in the inner voices and short florid moments in a solo
voice supported by sustained chords.
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Coro Casa da Música gave its first concert in 2009 under the direction of Paul Hillier, its
principal conductor. Based around a core of 20 singers, the choir is regularly enlarged
to take on larger choral duties, fulfilling a key role in the performance of repertoire from
the Renaissance to the present day, both a cappella and with orchestra. They perform
with the other groups of Casa da Música, its symphony orchestra, baroque orchestra
and Remix contemporary music ensemble.

The a cappella programme regularly includes Portuguese music, and the choir has
presented the Portuguese premieres of various works. Recently, they gave the world
premiere of Carlo Gesualdo’s Motets, in a version reconstructed by James Wood.
Robin Gritton, educated at the Royal College of Music in London, began his career as a
pianist, organist, cellist, and singer before establishing himself as a conductor. As a
singer he worked with such famous ensembles as the BBC Singers and the John Alldis
Choir, whose tours took him to many countries of the world. Many years of work with
choirs such as NDR Chor and the Netherlands Radio Choir have taken Robin Gritton
beyond the standard repertoire and into close contact with contemporary composers
such as Hans Werner Henze, Olivier Messiaen, Luciano Berio, Karlheinz Stockhausen,
and Iannis Xenakis. Robin Gritton conducted the Rundfunkchor Berlin in nearly all it’s a
cappella concerts of recent years.
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