FRENCH CHORAL MUSIC

URING the last two months several

broadcasts of little-known French
choral music have been heard in the
series Music from Overseas. It is un-
fortunate that these seem to have
aroused little attention so far. particu-
larly in view of the fact that the French
choral tradition is a vital and growing
force in the European cultural scene.
From the time of Leonin angd Perotin
to the present day. French sensitivity to
choral texture and colour has been far
in advance of other European nations.
Stylistic innovations have almost in-
variably arisen from the Western end
of Europe. Enterprising programme
planning has presented us with a num-
ber of works whose “Frenchness,” with
its typically Gallic transparency and
lightness of texture, is a tonic to New
Zealand ears,

An important work that will be heard
in this sertes is Dufay's “L’Homme
Armeé"” Mass, from YCs this Saturday,
(Aprit 20). “L’Homme Armé” was a
late mediaeval folk song which served
as a cornerstone for at least 150 mass
settings during the Renaissance, includ-
ing one by Palestrina written as late
as 1570. 1t is easily recognisable in this
role, played on the trombone with the
voices weaving a freely-flowing contra-
puntal web about it. This method of
performance, by the way, was a usual
Renaissance practice. The unforced and
leisurely writing, evocative as it is of
the Gothic Cathedrals of Dufay's
Northern France, is remarkable even
amongst the riches of Renaissance art
for serenity and beauty of expression.

Another work in this tradition that
deserves to be more widely known is
*Sacris Solemnis,” by Lalande (1675-
1726). a setting of the hymn from
Matins for the feast of Corpus Christi.
The worcs ate by St. Thomas Aquinas.
Recorded in the French Chapel Royal,
for whose singers it was originally
written, it will be re- | . .
membered by those who
leard it as a massive -
hieratic work that
bridges the musical cen-
turies between Monte-
verdi and Bach. exhibit-
ing in many ways the
characteristics of both.
It is a work in the great
contrapuntal and ecclesi-
astical tradition, with all
the Leauty and discip-
line of its balanced
asceticism — 2 notable
contrast to the music
written and performed
outside the church daors
in the gay and irrespons-
ible Paris of Louis Quar-
torze. It is pre-eminently
singer's music—with its
long flowing lines and
closely-knit texture it is
stylistica'ly very akin to

the Bach cantata. A |
competent quartet of g
soloists and a well-

trained choir combined
to give a2 workmanlike
performance in which,
charmingly, the echo in-
dispensable to Contin-
ental churches finds »
place amongst the notes,

The French choral
tradition has some cap-
able exponents amongst
contemporary French
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“Unforced,

Canadians, some of whose music can
also be heard in this series (YCs, Sat-
urday, April 27). The term “French”
may presumably also cover those
Frenchmen - by - extraction who have
never set foot in a Left Bank cafe
or drunk Beaujolais in the Provencal
A styfe, like a good wine,
does not travel well—it will always lose
something in transit. But the balance
is made up in Canada by a hardy.
tough-at-root colonialism that adapts
itself, with all its French superstructure,
very well to the New World. The deli-
cacy and tenuousness of a Ravel would
not be possible in a new land, but one
finds in works like Somer’s Chorale and
Fugue for Voices, and Violet Archer’s
cantata “The Bell,” the architectural
sense and attention to detail that are
so evident in Dufay and Lalande. The
choral writing is meticulous and astrin-
gent, 1t is perhaps significant that in
these works the orchestral accompani-
ments (where these occur) are notice-
ably inferior in quality. “Diffuse” is the
best adjective to describe them—a vague
impressionism obscures the musical con-
tent. The French seem to have a greater
feeling for voices than for crchestra and
a more natural sympathy with the de-
mands of a choir. Tradition, it is true,
dies hard. Violet Archer has something
to say in her cantata and says it well
She has not yet mastered the art of the
Successful Conclusion, but this is some-
thing that Frenchmen, and often French
Canadians particularly Harry Somers
tn the work previously mentioned, can
teach her. But she is a composer worth
watching for.

vineyards,

These programmes of Music from
Overseas have brought us many works
off the beaten track which New Zea-
land choirs with reasonable technical
competence could well perform with
profit to themselves and pleasure to the

listener. —S. M. Rhind
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