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In celebration of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s 250th birthday, we are expanding the scope of this year’s Bach Festival to include not only the music of Mozart but also that of the great master of late Renaissance vocal music, Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina.  A direct line of compositional lineage can be drawn connecting these three composers, each of whom represents the height of composition of their respective eras.  Palestrina’s music was so revered that many later composers, including Bach and Mozart, sometimes imitated his style.  This style became known as stile antico or “old style.”  Mozart is also known to have studied the works of Bach, even going so far as to make arrangements of several fugues from Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier.  

There are also connections to be drawn between the works that the Chorale performs on today’s concert.  All three make use of texts that honor the Virgin Mary, all three make reference to Gregorian chant, and all three were originally intended to be performed at Vespers services.  The Vespers service was one of the original eight Hours of the Divine Office, a series of daily prayer services established in the 6th century.  Vespers was the evening service that consecrated the end of the day, and consisted of the singing of a number of psalms, antiphons and hymns as well as the Canticle of Mary:  the Magnificat.  

Palestrina’s Ave Maria, one of at least five that he wrote, was published in 1563.  The work is based on the Ave Maria plainchant traditionally sung at the second Vespers service on the feast of the Annunciation, on March 25.  The chant melody is first heard in long notes in the alto, and then is imitated in subsequent phrases by all the voices.  Those listeners familiar with the modern Ave Maria prayer may be surprised by the second half of the work.  Prior to the publication of the Roman Breviary in 1568 there were a number of acceptable text variations, of which this is one.

Bach’s Magnificat was written for the Christmas Vespers service at St. Nicholas’ Church in Leipzig on Christmas Day in 1723.  Although in Leipzig the Magnificat was typically sung in German and without instrumental accompaniment, for special occasions it was expected that the choir would sing the Latin Magnificat with grand instrumental accompaniment.  Bach’s work actually exists in two versions; the original version was in Eb major and included four additional tropes (texts added to the original Magnificat text) appropriate to the Christmas season.  These tropes may originally have been accompanied by some type of dramatic action.  Bach revised the work between 1728 and 1730, at which point he transposed the work down to D major, removed the Christmas tropes, substituted transverse flutes for the original recorders, and made numerous other minor modifications to the music.  It’s not clear exactly why he transposed the work, though it may have been to make it playable by the trumpets available for that occasion.  The Christmas tropes were presumably removed to make the work suitable for festive occasions outside the Christmas season.  Today’s performance uses the revised key of D major, with its revised instrumentation, but includes the Christmas tropes.

Bach’s Magnificat is divided into sixteen movements (twelve from the traditional Magnificat text plus the four tropes) which use a variety of choral and solo textures.  The work opens with the Magnificat movement, a brilliant setting for chorus and full orchestra.  The second movement, Et exsultavit spiritus meus, is a joyful solo for soprano with string accompaniment.  The second movement is followed by the first Christmas trope, Vom Himmel hoch, which is an unaccompanied setting of the message from the angel to the shepherds on Christmas.  

After this trope is the Quia respexit humilitatem, a duet for soprano and oboe.  This duet leads directly into the Omnes generationes, an energetic chorus that finishes the sentence begun by the soprano.  In this movement the theme is tossed from voice to voice, passing through all the notes of the scale and around the circle of fifths in a dramatic illustration of “all generations.”  Next is the Quia fecit mihi magna, a solo for bass and continuo, followed by the second trope, Freut euch und jubiliert.  This second trope contains another message for the shepherds from the angel, and conveys a sense of heavenly elevation by using only the sopranos, altos and tenors.  

Following the trope is the Et misericordia, a duet for alto and tenor, with flutes and muted strings.  The seventh movement, the Fecit potentiam, is one of Bach’s most virtuosic and contrapuntal choruses.  It comes to a climax with a single, contemptuous “superbos” (“the proud”).  The third trope, Gloria in excelsis Deo, is a setting of the words the heavenly host sing to the shepherds.  

The Deposuit potentes, a duet for the tenor and the violins, sounds almost threatening in its depiction of the downfall of the powerful.  In another vivid illustration of the text, the flutes that accompany the alto in the Esurientes implevit bonis movement are not allowed to finish the final cadence, going “away empty.”  The final Christmas trope, Virga Jesse floruit, is a duet between Joseph and Mary at the manger, celebrating the birth of Jesus.  

The Suscepit Israel is a trio for women’s voices accompanied by the oboes.  The oboes play a melody from the Tonus peregrinus, the tune to which the German Magnificat was normally sung (and which Mozart quoted, incidentally, in the first movement of his Requiem).  Audiences in Bach’s church would have immediately recognized the tune and made the connection.  The Sicut locutus est is a fugue for chorus and continuo; each voice part gets the theme in turn.  The work ends with the Gloria patri, and at “sicut erat in principio” (“as it was in the beginning”) Bach symbolically brings back the music from the opening movement for a brilliant conclusion.
The Vesperae solennes de Confessore, like much of Mozart’s sacred music, was written for the cathedral in Salzburg.  Mozart worked in Salzburg from 1772 to 1777 and again from 1779 to 1781; the Vespers was written in 1780.  Mozart was was unhappy in Salzburg, partly because of the limited musical opportunities available to him there.  He had a stormy relationship with his employer, the Prince-Archbishop Hieronymus Colloredo, who finally dismissed him from employment (at Mozart’s request) after one particularly spirited confrontation.  
The Archbishop also had very particular views about the length of services.  His taste for brevity explains why there is very little text repetition in Mozart’s music for Salzburg, and why at times there are multiple texts occurring at the same time.  Although some of Mozart’s music written at this time reflects his disenchantment with his position, the Vespers is a remarkable exception.  Mozart evidently liked the work enough that several years after its composition he wrote his father from Vienna to request a copy of it.  Mozart wanted to show off the work to the Baron van Swieten, who was the person who had introduced Mozart to the music of Bach.
The title of the Vespers refers to the fact that the work was written for the feast of a confessor saint.  The work has six movements and uses Psalms 110, 111, 112, 113 and 117 as well as the Magnificat.  Unlike Bach, who uses essentially the same texture for each movement, Mozart uses a variety of textures within each movement.  
Mozart emphasizes the first two words of the first movement, Dixit Dominus, by setting each word to a separate musical gesture.  After this rhetorical opening the chorus continues with the rest of the text (“Domino meo…”).  The Doxology, which ends every movement of the Vespers, is introduced by the solo quartet, and the Chorus finishes it. 
The second movement, Confitebor, begins with a theme drawn from the fifth Psalm tone (see Bach’s use of the Tonus peregrinus mentioned above).  After an interlude by the soloists, the chorus returns singing the Psalm tone theme, only to turn a different direction part-way through the theme, perhaps illustrating fear of “His name” (“Sanctum et terribile nomen ejus”).  After more solo passages, the Chorus returns and this time continues and extends the Psalm tone theme.
The Beatus vir alternates between choral and solo sections, and features an exuberant melisma for the soprano soloist on the words “cornu ejus exaltabitur,” illustrating the words “his horn will be exalted in glory.”  In another clever example of word painting, the theme used for “In memoria aeterna” (“eternally remembered”) is “remembered” when it returns in the “Amen” at the end of the movement.
The fourth movement, Laudate pueri, looks back to Palestrina by using the stile antico.  It stands in stark contrast to the other movements, which are primarily homophonic.  The theme heard at the opening of the movement in the basses is echoed by all the voices, and is followed by ominous descending scales in all the voices in turn.  After a brief homophonic section (“et humilia respicit”) the theme returns in conjuction with the descending scales, and then is presented again both in its original form and simultaneously with its inversion.  The descending scales return for the “Amen” to round out this contrapuntal tour de force.  
The light and beautiful Laudate Dominum follows the weighty fourth movement, switching gracefully from the stile antico to a style reminiscent of Mozart’s opera arias.  The movement begins with an introduction for strings and bassoon, after which the soprano soloist sings the entire text of the psalm to one of Mozart’s loveliest melodies.  The chorus echoes the soprano on the Doxology, and the soloist returns at the end for the “Amen”.
The final movement of the Vespers illustrates the comparative brevity of Mozart’s work:  the text that Bach used for his entire work is compressed by Mozart into a single movement.  Mozart’s Magnificat begins with a slow, grand introduction (“Magnificat anima mea”).  But Mary’s exuberance can’t be held in check for long!  After only five Adagio measures the soprano soloist introduces the Allegro tempo that holds for the rest of the movement (“Et exultavit spiritus meus”).  The chorus and soloists alternate sections in this joyful conclusion to the work, which ends with a resounding, confident “Amen.”
