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ESTONIAN PHILHARMONIC CHAMBER CHOIR

Paul Hillier, Artistic Director and Chief Conductor

The ESTONIAN PHILHARMONIC CHAMBER CHOIR was founded in 1981 by Tõnu Kaljuste, who acted as artistic director and chief conductor for 20 years. In 2001 he invited British conductor Paul Hillier to take over his position at the EPCC.

The repertoire of the choir ranges from Gregorian chants to late baroque and 20th century music. Works by J. S. Bach and contemporary composers, as well as Estonian choral music have a great importance in choir’s programs. Music by Arvo Pärt and Veljo Tormis has had very special place in the EPCC’s repertoire for many years.

The Choir tours regularly in Europe, United States, Canada, Japan, and Australia.

Besides concert tours the Choir has also made numerous recordings for different broadcast and recording companies. The Choir’s recordings for ECM (ECM NEW Series) include: Forgotten Peoples and Litany to Thunder (the best choral CD in 2000 by the Diapason magazine in France) by Veljo Tormis, Kanon Pokajanen, Te Deum (with Tallinn Chamber Orchestra) and Litany (with The Hilliard Ensemble) by Arvo Pärt and Crystallisatio by Erkki - Sven Tüür. For Virgin Classics the Choir has recorded Casting a Spell by Veljo Tormis and Beatus by Arvo Pärt. For Carus the EPCC and Tallinn chamber Orchestra recorded 2 CD-s of Mozart  in 2000 (Litaniae and Vesperae et Litania),  and 2 CD-s of Vivaldi.

All these recordings have received very high recognition by leading music critics and musical magazines all over the world. Five CD-s (Baltic Voices 1, Te Deum, Litany, Crystallisatio and Kanon Pokajanen) have been nominees for The Recordings Academy 

(continued)

Grammy Awards.

In summer 2002 the EPCC with Paul Hillier  recorded 2 CD-s for Harmonia Mundi: Baltic Voices I (released in Oct 2002 and already received the highest ratings for sound and performance from most prominent critics)and Russian Baroque.

The Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir has worked with various conductors and orchestras, such as Claudio Abbado, Helmuth Rilling, Eric Ericson, Martin Haselböck, Ivan Fisher, Ward Swingle, Joseph Jennings, Neeme Järvi, Andrew Lawrence King and others, Norwegian Chamber Orchestra,  Israel Philharmonic Orchestra, Prague Chamber Orchestra, Lithuanian Chamber Orchestra, Stuttgart Chamber Orchestra etc. 

In 2003 the EPCC tours in Germany, Denmark, Italy, Norway, Russia, Israel and USA.

PAUL HILLIER

Artistic Director and Chief Conductor

PAUL HILLIER, the artistic director and principal conductor of the Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir, began his career as a singer in the choir of St. Paul's Cathedral in London and later became a member of the Queen's Chapel Royal at Windsor Castle. For many years he devoted his principal energies to The Hilliard Ensemble, of which he was co-founder and musical director. During his tenure the group rose to international prominence, making tours throughout the world, with numerous television and radio appearances. Hillier also established the ensemble's summer festival and planned and directed over thirty recordings, many of which earned distinguished prizes. 

Throughout the 1980's Hillier increasingly divided his time between England and America: during 1980-81 he taught at the University of California, Santa Cruz and in 1984 he was Copeland Colloquium Fellow at Amherst College in Massachusetts. In 1990 he moved to the United States where he was Professor of Music at the University of California, Davis until 1996. There he formed Theatre of Voices, of which he is artistic director. Theatre of Voices now tours throughout North America and Europe and has an exclusive recording contract with Harmonia Mundi USA. In 1996 Paul Hillier was named Director of the Early Music Institute at Indiana University in Bloomington. 

Hillier's interest in the music of Steve Reich and Arvo Pärt has lead to several collaborations with both composers. In addition to his book on Pärt published in 1997 by Oxford University Press, Hillier is currently editing the writings of Reich, and has published several anthologies of choral music. He is General Editor of Fazer Editions of Early Music (Helsinki) and a member of the Advisory Council of Early Music America. 

A Grammy Award nominee and the recipient of two Edison Prizes, Hillier is also active as a solo singer specializing in medieval lyrics, and as a frequent guest conductor with choirs around the world. His wide musical interests range from medieval to contemporary music and encompass singing and conducting, composing and writing. Theatre of Voices has recorded several CDs for Harmonia Mundi USA, featuring composers such as Josquin Desprez, Thomas Tallis, Perotin and Arvo Pärt. Their recent Cage release Litany for the Whale (HMU 907187) was called "beautiful and amazing" by the Los Angeles Times. Paul Hillier has also collaborated with renowned harpist Andrew Lawrence-King on two recital recordings. In a review of their first release Chansons de Trouveres (HMU 907184) Stereophile hailed the pair as "the ideal musicians to interpret the 13th century". The duo's second collaboration - Bitter Ballads (HMU 907204) is a collection of ancient & modern poetry sung to medieval and traditional melodies. 

As an artistic director and chief conductor of the Estonian Philharmonic Chamber choir, Paul Hillier has conducted several tours  and concerts in Estonia, both a capella and together with Tallinn Chamber Orchestra, Tokyo Philharmonic Orchestra  and Concerto Copenhagen. 

Paul Hillier is also artistic director of vocal group Ars Nova in Denmark.

REVIEWS

Songs of a Modern Allegiance and Reverence


Bernard Holland
New York Times (2003-11-11) 

Many countries with small military budgets arm themselves with culture. Art tells outsiders what a people think and feel; it also provides a rallying ground and common cause for those within a nation's borders. Never underestimate its power. Maybe this is why musical visitors from Eastern Europe - in this case the Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir at the Angel Orensanz Foundation on Nov. 5 - seem to arrive literally brandishing their homegrown creative impulse. Despite a rainy night and the out-of-the-way location on Norfolk Street on the Lower East Side, this shabby chic ex-synagogue was nearly full, with an audience split evenly between the young and the curious, and older people hoping for brief contact with former homelands. If the music ran from the 17th century to the present, the Orthodox Church was never out of earshot. Recent pieces like Galina Grigorjeva's "On Leaving" (mournful, stately), Arvo Pärt's Two Slavonic Psalms (pushed along by uneven phrases) and Alfred Schnittke's Three Sacred Songs (with gently subversive inner harmony and changes of key) more or less ignored the 20th-century world of sound around them. 

Dmitry Bortniansky, appearing three times on the program, was a
contemporary of Mozart and survived into old age as Mozart did not, dying in 1825. He created a point where Baroque choral style, the operatic tendencies of the late 18th century and the darkly colored, drone-driven modal style of the Orthodox Church had little trouble meeting. He was a musician of astonishing sophistication and one of the few forgotten composers we might think about remembering.


The Estonians, singing a cappella, were house-proud for their own Mr. Part but also embraced neighboring music from Russia and Ukraine as well as that of two 18th-century Italian transplants, Baldassare Galuppi and Giuseppe Sarti. The chorus sang richly, faithfully in tune and with the expected conviction. Under the British conductor Paul Hillier they were precise without being fanatic about it. It is a nice sound.


Allegiance to one's national music is two-edged. The underpinning that it provides is both strength-giving and reassuring. The heavy magnetic field can also immobilize the imagination. But perhaps I am too American to trust 20th-century composers so abjectly obeisant to their past. A "Gloria" by Vasily Titov, very beautiful, was also sung.

Geoff Chapman
Toronto Star (2003-11-08) 
Twenty-seven mesmerizing voices--and music of sustained beauty that's sustenance for the soul. 
 
The vaunted Estonia Philharmonic chamber Choir entranced some hundreds of spectators last night at Metropolitan United Church, that staunch Methodist bastion on Queen, with glorious singing that will reverberate in the memories of listeners for a long time. 
 
The choir, conducted by English artistic director Paul Hillier (who founded the Hilliard Ensemble), was performing the first of two concerts under the auspices of Soundstreams and CBC Radio 2. 
The mostly youthful choristers, whose repertoire also extends to Gregorian chant and late Baroque, delivered eight works by mostly alive composers from the Baltic region with focused attention. They sang in English and Latin, as well as their home language, and this, their third visit to Toronto, may have been their best. 
 
The shadow of Orthodox Church liturgy was apparent, but the Baltic region has deep wellsprings of creative art on which to draw, and this choir's concerts and recordings show that Arvo Part should not be the only regional composer familiar to western ears. 
Hillier's pinpoint control was evident from Estonian Cyrillus Kreek's "Three Psalms of David", which made a fine opening. Precisely layered and featuring deliciously rich resonance in the crucial low registers. It was followed by (Estonia's) Part, the eloquent simplicity of his "Two Slavic Psalms tastefully emphasized, its purity never allowed become merely plain. 
 
Perhaps the second ranking composer from Estonia is VeljoTormis, but his "Kullerva's Message," drawn from mythic tales of long ago and sung in English was more novelty than enlightenment. 
All this serious Baltic music allows little interpretive choice and this relatively frisky, martial piece done with just 16 singers in English was often strident. It was the weakest point of the evening. 
 
Yet that's weak compared to the truly glowing elsewhere, such as the succeeding "Alleluiah" of Lithuania's Algirdas Martinaitis with polyphony so accomplished it left this scribe in awe. 
 
Russia's Alfred Schnittke drew on Orthodox liturgy for his "Three Sacred Songs," the first known to the West as "Ave Maria": the last as the Lord's Prayer. 
Here refined sensibility was in place, neatly balancing intensity and dignity; and offering palpable beauty with the bonus of scrupulous diction. 
 
Russian-born Galina Grigorjeva is now an Estonian, her "On Leaving" featuring a brooding soulfulness that suited this examination of the moment of death with poetry and polyphony based on prayer texts. 
It was deeply spiritual, an excellent high tenor soloist most affecting and the ultra-deep basses fathoming the bleakness of it all. 
 
Denmark's Per Norgard has found a majestic flow as well as a devilishly complex set of time signatures for his "Winter Hymn" that was dispatched with a unique fervour, but it was matched in appeal by the choir's profound reading in Latin of Estonian composer Urmas Sisask's five-part "Gloria Patri." The frequent result were passages of serene loveliness. 
 
Tomorrow night at the same venue at 7:30, the choir, joined by Canada's Elmer Iseler Singers, will perform a mixed program that includes new Canadian works and the North American premiere of Henryk Gorecki's epic "Salve Sidus Polinarum."
From the Baltics, With Intensity


Daniel Schlosberg
Newsday (2003-11-07) 

Just what, exactly, are they putting in that Baltic Sea? If you've been following the worldwide classical music scene the past couple of decades, you have to be asking yourself such a question, as so many renowned musicians hail from the region. From the idiosyncratic Latvian violinist Gidon Kremer to the intrepid Finnish conductor Esa-Pekka Salonen, the Baltics seem to be a hotbed of some of today's most interesting musical activity.
The Baltics boast particular pride among vocal groups. The Swedish Radio Choir and the St. Petersburg State Academic Capella (which performed last week) are both at the top of their genre. So, too, with the Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir, which performed under its illustrious director, Paul Hillier, at the Orensanz Center on the Lower East Side Wednesday.
The program of Russian choral music proved to be a soberly intense evening. The offerings from this specialized repertoire was evenly divided between old and new, and the most contemporary voices were the most thought provoking. For example, the longest work of the evening, Galina Grigorjeva's (b. 1962) "On Leaving," which represents the departure of the soul from the body, displayed a keen ear for sonorities. Subtle dissonance here and there inflected, but did not disrupt, a pervasively expansive quality.
And the encore, an "Alleluia" by the Lithuanian Algirdas Martinaitis (b. 1950), juxtaposed an almost Christmas- carol bounce with undercurrents of unease. The unresolved ending proved particularly disquieting.
The 18th century was chiefly represented by Dmitry Bortniansky (1751-1825), whose conservative style (even given the time) effectively emits the sense of suffering and mystery that is at the heart of so much Russian music. It was also revealing to hear a work from the classical era by Baldassare Galuppi (1706-1785). His "In the Flesh Thou Didst Fall Asleep," included some intricate counterpoint, which the ensemble dispatched with confidence.
Throughout the evening, the choir sang with control, precision and care. It is not a group that relishes overt drama, and Hillier favors blend and balance over a larger emotional palette. Indeed, the most affecting moments were often the most quiet, where a barely perceptible sound demonstrated the group's magnificent sense of ensemble. The chorus barely seemed to move, which reinforced the reserved, grave nature of the music.
Its comportment, as well as its musicality, also underscored the general aesthetic of Russian Orthodox choral music. As a matter of doctrine, musical instruments are not allowed inside church doors, and choral singing in the service assumes a significance on par with prayer. The Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Chorus distinctly evoked that quality of devotion.
The gilded, seemingly ageless Orensanz Center, a former synagogue, provided the perfect backdrop for the meditative and often ravishing performances by this formidable ensemble.
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	BALTIC VOICES 2
URMAS SISASK
Five songs from Gloria Patri (1988)
TOIVO TULEV
And then in silence there with me be only You (2002)
PER NORGARD
Winter Hymn (1976/84)
GALINA GRIGORJEVA
On Leaving (1999)
ALFRED SCHNITTKE
Three Sacred Hymns (1983/84)


Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir

Paul Hillier

Harmonia Mundi- 907331(CD)
No Reference Recording 
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	No musical realm is more alive and fertile regarding the production and performance of new works than that of choral and vocal music. Of course, much of it tends to be highly imitative/derivative/predictable--mostly for reasons of singability--but the really interesting new(er) stuff shows that even with the physical limitations of voices and singing technique, and even within the tonal world, there's still lots of room for originality. And because so much new choral music is written and performed every year, choral music fans are some of the most experienced, adventurous, savvy, and open-minded listeners who, while they appreciate uniqueness and experimentation, also are intolerant of music that fails to engage, entertain, move, or otherwise make a discernible point relative to its particular text choices and musical setting. 

In the second installment of their Baltic Voices series, the Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir and conductor Paul Hillier focus on sacred music from Estonia, the Ukraine, Denmark, and Russia, all of it written during the past 20 years. Two of the works--Galina Grigorjeva's On Leaving and Toivo Tulev's And then in silence there with me be only You--are world-premiere recordings, and the rest likely will be new to the ears of most North American listeners. And for all discerning choral music lovers, there's good news: the pieces on display here are not only well worth hearing but in several cases merit regular inclusion on concert programs. And at the very least, the recording should win deserved attention for Estonian composers Urmas Sisask and Toivo Tulev and renewed regard for Per Norgard's choral works. 

Although I would hesitate to use the word "masterpiece" for anything included here, I would apply the words "beautiful" and "tuneful" and "affecting" to the five selections from Sisask's Gloria Patri, which the choir sings with ardent enthusiasm and, in the slow, quiet "Oremus" movement, with patiently, perfectly sustained harmonic tension and (as everywhere) dead-on intonation. Tulev's And then in silence is very different in its sometimes quirky melodic leaps, more dissonant harmonies, and inventive use of sectional contrasts and extremes of choral registers. 

Galina Grigorjeva's On Leaving consists of five sections and lasts nearly 22 mostly-interesting minutes. It's firmly rooted in Russian Orthodox choral style, variously employing modal melody and harmony, thick, bass-heavy textures, and harmonized and unison chant, adding a few more modern touches including an improvisatory-sounding flute (in Ode 1) and frequent washes of colorful dissonance. Per Norgard's Winter Hymn is "an arrangement of the composer's Winter Cantata" by Swedish conductor Gunnar Eriksson, and it's a gem, a masterful musical realization of poet Ole Sarvig's English version of his original poem "The Year". The work's essential appeal comes from its varied and skillfully-wrought harmony, imaginatively combining the traditonal with more modern structures and occasionally foiling the expected functional relationships. It makes for nine minutes of restrained yet memorable, moody drama. Schnittke's Three Sacred Hymns are relatively short but densely packed, soulful expressions born of Russian church music tradition. 

Once again, Hillier and his first-rate choir touch us with exemplary renditions of rare yet extraordinary repertoire that truly does make its respective points, both spiritual and musical--recorded in very fine, well-balanced sound that only loses detail in the most impossibly thick-textured passages. This sort of willingness to investigate and prepare new music for performance demands continued support and encouragement by all who love singing. On to Volume 3!
--David Vernier


"Once again, Hillier and his first-rate choir touch us with exemplary renditions of rare yet extraordinary repertoire that truly does make its respective points, both spiritual and musical... This sort of willingness to investigate and prepare new music for performance demands continued support and encouragement by all who love singing. On to Volume 3!"
THE POWERS OF HEAVEN--Orthodox music of the 17th & 18th centuries
Works by Bortnyansky (Sacred concertos Nos. 24, 27, & 32; Cherubic Hymn), Diletsky, Vedel, Galuppi, others

Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir
Paul Hillier
Harmonia Mundi- 907318(CD)
Reference Recording - Bortnyansky: Sacred concertos/Polyansky (Chandos) 

There are many other collections of Orthodox music on CD, mostly from Russian choirs, the majority recorded or released since the collapse of the Soviet Union in the late 1980s. The singing is undeniably authentic, informed with native-language savvy, wide vibrato, and characteristic throaty resonance. The Bortnyansky series on Chandos that features the Sacred Concertos sung by the Russian State Symphonic Cappella is one of the premier collections, joining a host of releases by ensembles such as the Russian Patriarchate Choir (Opus 111), the Novospassky Monastery Choir (Naxos), and the Male Choir Valéry Rybin (Russian Season), each offering a varied sampling of this unique liturgical repertoire. American (Slavyanka Men's Chorus on Harmonia Mundi) and British (Holst Singers on Hyperion) groups also offered their take on this rich and colorful music, accompanied by dozens of spottily available recordings from the Soviet Melodiya archives. 

This recording offers the more clear, open-voiced Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir in a kind of survey that describes the style of Orthodox music, but also places it in context, both regarding its baroque Italian influences and in terms of its traditional place in the church service. We are also reminded how important singing is to the Orthodox Church, how integral it is to worship, and therefore how seriously and meaningfully the music we are hearing is regarded by congregation and choir. In the 18th century, Peter the Great's "Westernization" of Russian culture included bringing European composers to St. Petersburg, among them the Italians Baldassare Galuppi and Giuseppe Sarti. Galuppi taught composition to Bortnyansky, and as we work our way through this beautifully sung program, we hear both the strong Italian baroque influence and the persistent and emphatic, staunchly Russian chordal style that defines most of these settings. One interesting sequence begins with Galuppi's Italianate In the Flesh Thou Didst Fall Asleep, followed by Bortnyansky's Concerto No. 24, drenched in Galuppi-inspired mannerisms, then back to the thick-textured, declamatory, Slavic character of Diletsky's Praise the Name of the Lord, and on to a more Russian-flavored Bortnyansky Concerto No. 27, but with many "Italian" touches, particularly in the brief polyphonic flourishes and some of the harmonic progressions, chromatic bass movement, and melodic writing for solo singers. 

Highlights include Bortnyansky's beloved Cherubic Hymn and the closing minutes of the same composer's Concerto No. 32 (the program's final work), an extended fugal passage that raises the oft-discussed question regarding this composer's true sensibilities--"Slav or Italian"? Of course, it really doesn't matter, because anyone who hears this music will have no doubt as to its origin, its firm roots in the Slavonic language, and its deeply spiritual, church-centered heritage. For us listeners, whether of Orthodox faith or not, we certainly can enjoy the sumptuousness of the harmony, the expansive range of the voices, and the careful balance and blend maintained by Paul Hillier and his Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir. This is an all-around success--musically rewarding, educationally informative, and, for at least some few listeners, an involving, spiritually refreshing 70 minutes. The sound, recorded in a Tallinn church, takes on a bit of a glare in louder sections, especially where sopranos are in higher registers; otherwise, it's just about perfect.

--David Vernier
"listeners...can enjoy the sumptuousness of the harmony, the expansive range of the voices, and the careful balance and blend maintained by Paul Hillier and his Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir. This is an all-around success--musically rewarding, educationally informative, and, for at least some few listeners, an involving, spiritually refreshing 70 minutes
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The Powers of Heaven: Orthodox Music of the 17th and 18th Centuries
By SARAH BRYAN MILLER 
Post-Dispatch
07/06/2003 

During the Soviet Union's reign of nearly three-quarters of a century, the Orthodox Church did not fare well. Religion, after all, was "the opiate of the people," according to Marxist doctrine, something to be outgrown and kicked aside by the new, improved "Soviet man." Many churches were knocked down or converted to museums; having one's children baptized or attending divine services was not exactly a career-enhancing move. And, unsurprisingly, interest in, and performance standards for, church music and art declined at the same time. Even the fabled Russian basso profundo, the bed- [JU]rock of Orthodox music, threatened to become extinct in a world that no longer seemed to need his sound. 

But the new Russia is starting to look and sound a lot like the old Russia in some ways. The churches are open and full again, and some of the sanctuaries once razed are being rebuilt. The painting of icons is a growth industry, both for use at home and for export. Church music is again being performed, and to a high standard. Best of all, the basses are back. 

They can be heard to fine effect in "The Powers of Heaven: Orthodox Music of the 17th and 18th Centuries." Singing, particularly choral singing, is an integral part of Orthodox liturgy. Instruments (aside from bells) are not allowed within church buildings, which puts the burden of musical richness and texture on voices singing in harmony. After Peter the Great opened Russia to the West, composers began to integrate the Slavic and Western, particularly Italian, choral styles. This disc offers 11 reasons to celebrate the hybrid. 

Chief among them are "The Cherubic Hymn," by Dmitry Bortniansky (1751-1825), who arrived in the capital from Ukraine as a choirboy at the Imperial Court Chapel and stayed on to become its director and an influential composer. His studies were with Italian composers, whose lightening and brightening influences on the Slavic choral tradition may readily be heard. Bortniansky is heavily represented here, claiming five of the 11 tracks. 

There's a more traditionally Slavic sound in the lone selection by Artemy Vedel (1767-1808), another Ukrainian, but one who stayed put in his homeland. But there's not a bad track in the entire disc. 

The outstanding Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir exhibits their usual superb blend and intonation under the direction of Paul Hillier, who is perhaps the world's leading choral conductor post-Robert Shaw. 

"The Powers of Heaven: Orthodox Music of the 17th and 18th Centuries" 
Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir; conducted by Paul Hillier 
Harmonia Mundi (HMU 907318) 

BILLBOARD - Feb 8, 2003
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BALTIC VOICES I 
Album Title: Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir; Tallinn Chamber Orchestra/Paul Hillier 
Producer(s): Robina G. Young, Brad Michel 
Genre: CLASSICAL 
Label/Catalog Number: Harmonia Mundi 907311 
Release Date: Feb. 11
Source: PRINT 
Originally Reviewed: February 08, 2003 

Some of the most involving classical scores in recent years have been composed in the Baltics, and this beautifully produced anthology presents the best of the region's contemporary choral music—all performed with the passionate precision connoisseurs have come to expect from the Estonian Chamber Choir, led here by the versatile Paul Hillier. The collection features premiere recordings by three of the region's most distinguished composers: ". . . which was the son of. . ." by Arvo Pärt, "Latvian Bourdon Songs" by Veljo Tormis, and the deeply moving "Dona Nobis Pacem" by Peteris Vasks. There are also works by Einojuhani Rautavaara, Cyrillus Kreek, and Sven-David Sandstrøm; of Sandstrøm's two works, his elaboration on Purcell's shattering "Hear My Prayer, O Lord" is one of the disc's many highlights.—BB 
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A Lot of Night Music: An Offering You Can't Refuse 
by Alan Rich

Arvo Pärt’s Te Deum, which filled the air of UCLA’s Royce Hall the next night with mysterious shimmer and shimmering mystery, dates from about the same time as Offertorium. Both are by composers oppressed by the yoke of Soviet censorship who achieved their current high regard only after leaving their respective homelands. I would not belabor any further similarities, but hearing those two overpowering works on successive nights has been beneficial to my outlook on life, not to mention my metabolism. The Te Deum came after two big choral pieces by Vivaldi, and rounded out an evening of spellbinding music-making by the Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir and the Tallinn Chamber Orchestra under Tönu Kaljuste. They have been here before, but not nearly often enough. 

Pärt has written about his music as comparable to “white light, which contains all colors,” with the “spirit of the listener” as prism. This Te Deum is, indeed, a creation fashioned out of color. It emerges from a darkness dimly perceived; its harmonies go on for minutes as a kind of bleached-out gray, pierced now and then by a single diatonic chord like a flash of gold. There is a swatch of dark red now and then, but not often and not for long. At the end a small group of voices intones a threefold “Sanctus,” many times repeated ever more softly, fading finally to silence; if there is a more beautiful ending in all music it doesn’t come immediately to mind. (The Gubaidulina also ends extraor dinarily, by the way, like a sudden halt at the brink of a precipice.) 

The Estonians are a marvelous performing force, as their many discs — including the Te Deum on ECM — emphatically prove. The Pärt work called for a string orchestra with a prepared piano and with a deep bass note — on tape, played on an Aeolian wind-harp — serving as ground zero; two Vivaldi psalm settings used the chorus and orchestra (with a couple of winds and a small portative organ) split into two answering groups, with vocal soloists drawn from the 28-member chorus. I always think of Estonia’s flag — white, black and a particularly clean, cold blue — when I hear that country’s music: slightly cool, efficient, modest. I must go there sometime. 
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Estonians in splendid voice with Rachmaninoff
Geoff Chapman
Music Critic
PRIVATE

The spell of Rachmaninoff's Vespers is potent indeed, especially when first-rate choristers address its challenges in an unflinching manner. 

The sound of the sable-smooth a capella Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir under founder-conductor Tõnu Kaljuste last night at a jam-packed Metropolitan United Church surely delighted followers of the ancient Eastern Orthodox liturgy, and equally surely it must have made its mark on non-believers. 

On the only Canadian stop during a North American tour, the 27 singers delivered a searching, fully committed treatment of the Russian composer's splendiferous sacred composition, bringing richness and power to this music of colour and ceremony. 

Kaljuste offered 10 of the 15 individual numbers that comprise the work, prizing interior reflection and careful shaping of this immense sonic structure over a brilliant surface, though there were incandescent moments and times when all seemed ineffably red-blooded. 

With spectacular low voices and thrusting tenors among the 15 male and 12 female singers, the composer's demand for purity of timbre was well met. By dividing voices and exploiting extremities of pitch and dynamic, Rachmaninoff enriched the texture, so that it was relatively easy for the choir to become rhapsodic in its rapture. 

The deep sense of yearning in these sections of the work, which is also known as the "All Night Vigil," was made wondrously apparent, a fierce "Laudate Dominum" followed by the dramatic "Story Of The Resurrection," an exultant hymn and a munificent "Magnificat" as Kaljuste induced his charges to unlock storehouses of electrifying passion. 

The second half of the concert was devoted to more informal pieces created by Veljo Tormis that draw on legend, folk song and ancient epics, which guarantees a degree of melancholy. The undoubted highlights were "Litany To Thunder," based on a 17th century prayer for rain, and "Curse Upon Iron," whose roots are in long-ago shamanism. Tenor Mati Turi and bass Allan Vurma carried the quirky narrative and Kaljuste added theatrical percussion. 

Last night's concert will be broadcast on CBC this Sunday and on April 28. Tonight at 8 at the same venue the choir is joined by the Elmer Iseler Singers for a concert of works by Estonian hero Arvo Part and Canadian composers John Estacio and James Wolfe. 

KANSAS CITY STAR
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Review: Estonian choir, orchestra combine for majestic, emotional performance

By MICKEY COALWELL

Special to The Star

The music was powerful, moving, and deeply felt; music of our time, but for all time.

Saturday's concert by the Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir and the Tallinn Chamber Orchestra achieved remarkable poignancy with three works by two living composers: "Seven Last Words from the Cross" by James MacMillan and two works by the revered Estonian composer Arvo Part, "Orient and Occident" and "Te Deum."

The Estonian Chamber Choir is closely identified with the works of their countryman, and it has performed Part's works all over the world. Its last appearance in Kansas City two years ago featured works by Part and J.S. Bach. That concert was excellent, but Saturday's performance in the spacious and reverberant sanctuary of the Redemptorist Church was on a whole different level.

Part's "Te Deum" was one of the works I turned to for spiritual solace in the weeks following Sept. 11. Even without such an association, the performance was majestic and emotionally charged, particularly in the final section: "O Lord, save Thy people/and bless Thine inheritance/and govern them/and exalt them for ever."

The Scottish composer MacMillan wrote "Seven Last Words from the Cross" in 1993. Musically, he has much in common with the older Part, who composed "Te Deum" about 10 years earlier.

"Seven Last Words" is a lengthy work for choir and string orchestra. Here, the strings of the Tallinn Chamber Orchestra were equal partners with the choir. The work is essentially tonal, employing, like Part's music, simple triadic harmonies during ecstatic choral climaxes.

At almost 45 minutes, though, MacMillan's work is overly long. Its mild dissonances could have sizzled a bit more in some places if the strings were more spot-on, and a few entrances could have been cleaner.

But it was pleasurable to savor the rich voices of the choir amid the Redemptorist Church's lively, "pin-drop" acoustics. Sadly, the audience's coughs, kicks, and fidgets were captured with the same clarity.

The one purely instrumental selection was Part's "Orient and Occident" for strings from 2000. Conductor Tonu Kaljuste had the work's measure, and the Tallinn strings performed with freedom and expressiveness. It was "world" music in the best sense. It would not surprise me at all to see it showing up on American orchestra programs in the next few years.

One nice thing about living in this country is that a concert in a Catholic church with music setting sacred Christian texts does not have to have the same meaning for everyone in attendance. However you define the spirit, it was present in the voices and instruments of the Estonians.
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      To hear music composed nearly 300 years apart on a single program isn't 

      that unusual. The ancients often contrast well with the moderns. 

      What was so extraordinary about Sunday's concert by the Estonian 

      Philharmonic Chamber Choir and Tallinn Chamber Orchestra was how 

      thoughtfully these superb ensembles tied Antonio Vivaldi with Arvo Part. 

      The two liturgical choral works of Vivaldi on the first half of the 

      program were written in the early 18th century. Part's "Te Deum" was 

      completed in 1985. The purpose of these works is to glorify God, and their 

      musical forces are nearly identical. What's more, Part's translucent 

      textures and meditative ambiance lend a timeless quality that speaks 

      directly to the spiritual sensibilities of the Baroque or, for that 

      matter, any other historical period. 

      This was choral singing at its very best refined, crisp, edgy, with a 

      bright, assertive expressiveness that communicated far beyond its 

      technical perfections. The choir's 27 voices were so carefully matched 

      they seemed hand-picked by conductor Tonu Kaljuste from throughout the 

      entire Republic of Estonia. The orchestra, only 22 strong, was equally 

      cohesive and tightly focused, most notably in the sectional interplay of 

      the Vivaldi works. 

      But that's only part of the story. Vocal soloists, all of whom were chorus 

      members, sang with enormous control and discipline. Two sopranos executed 

      the melismas in the "Gloria et divitiae" in Vivaldi's "Beatus vir" like 

      songbirds. The difficult scales in a tenor solo in "Pecator vedbit" were 

      flawlessly dispatched. The entire work was signposted by a recurring 

      chorus, performed each time with great virility. 

      Vivaldi's antiphonal choir became a triple choir in Part's "Te Deum." This 

      work's not-quite-minimalist spirituality engages, at first, through its 

      luminous vocal sound masses constructed over a bed of minor-key string 

      harmonies. It gradually gains intensity by means of bass-heavy taped 

      electronic sounds and a variety of solos. 

      The gentle prayerfulness of "Te ergo qaesumus" wafting over sustained 

      strings, a violin and cello duet and the occasional clangs of the prepared 

      piano combined to lead the work to its passionate conclusion. 

      This is about as ideal a combination of chorus, orchestra and conductor as 

      you'll find. Kaljuste is stepping down this year from his directorship of 

      these ensembles, both of which he founded, so this was a rare opportunity. 

      British conductor Paul Hillier, himself a enormous force in chamber 

      ensemble performance, will take the reins. 
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