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Overture Prometheus, op. 43

Ludwig van Beethoven 
(1770-1827)

Despite the misleadingly late opus number (which indicates the date of publication rather than composition), Prometheus is Beethoven’s first overture.  It is unlike all of his other overtures, which can be divided readily into two groups of those composed before and after 1810.  The earlier group includes the three Leonore overtures, as well as Coriolan and Egmont; the later group, Fidelio and The Consecration of the House.  All of these attempt to reconcile programmatic elements with abstract musical structures and achieve representations of their dramatic themes in purely musical terms.  They are seen by many critics, thus, to stand alongside the symphonies as statements about human experience whose significance transcends the specific circumstances in which they were composed.  Prometheus, by contrast, is still tied to 18th century conventions.  

The overture was written, following the Op. 18 string quartets, for a ballet by Salvatore Vigano, The Creatures of Prometheus, which was first performed at the Vienna Burgtheater on 28 March, 1801.  The narrative, in two acts, is of Prometheus bringing to life, with fire stolen from heaven, two statues that he has created in clay, and making them susceptible to the human passions through the power of harmony.  On Mount Parnassus they are instructed by Apollo and no less than eight of his fellow deities in the arts of music, tragedy, comedy, folk and heroic dance.  It is perhaps because of the difficulties of sustaining an audience’s interest in this rather hectic pedagogic schedule that the ballet fell relatively quickly from the performance repertoire.  It was performed sixteen times in 1801and thirteen times in the following year, but has had only one significant revival since, in Paris, during the 1950’s. The overture was designed to conclude with the beginning of the ballet score, a noisy musical prelude entitled La Tempesta, accompanying Prometheus as he comes running through the wood to his statues, pursued by the violent anger of heaven.  The usual form of the overture, however, which we will hear this evening, has a concert ending as its last four bars.  

What differentiates Prometheus so markedly from Beethoven’s other overtures is that it appears to have no particular relevance to the action of the succeeding ballet, and shows no desire on Beethoven’s part to break away from the classical design of established sonata form or to develop new kinds of orchestration. Yet the opening chord progression of the overture’s slow introduction is quite unconventional, beginning with a chord whose B flat suggests a move to the subdominant before the tonic, C major, has been established - a device Beethoven had used earlier at the start of his First Symphony, also in C . The main theme of the allegro, taken, apparently, from the solemn finale of the ballet, is a moto perpetuo which runs in quavers without stopping. The first four bars, as so often with Beethoven’s themes, are repeated immediately a tone higher. This contrasts with the more tender second theme, given chiefly to the wood wind, which seems to have emanated from a simple triad motif in the same part.  Beyond these, Beethoven does not appear to have used any further material from the sixteen pieces comprising the ballet, none of which have been preserved. During Beethoven’s lifetime the complete music for the ballet was only published in piano score, with the opus number 24, and an orchestral score for the overture by itself was published in 1804.  This, the most valuable part, is now all that remains of the work in the concert repertory.

Mass in C Major, K. 317 (Coronation Mass)
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart 
(1756-1791)

In early 1779, Mozart had been forced to return reluctantly to Salzburg after unsuccessful attempts to find employment in Mannheim and Paris.  He had resigned from Archbishop Colloredo’s service in 1777 to undertake the journeys involved on which, for the first time, his father, Leopold, had not accompanied him.  His mother, who had travelled with him, died in Paris in the summer of 1778.  In January, 1779, Leopold formally petitioned the Archbishop on his son’s behalf for the post of court organist.  The petition was approved on February 25, with the stipulation that Mozart would compose new works in addition to his court and chapel duties.  Perhaps to compensate for his unhappiness at having to return to a city which he disliked, he created some of his most outstanding church music.  The finest examples of these can be claimed justifiably as the Vesperae solennes de confessore in C major (K. 339) and the Coronation Mass.  Both display what has been termed the mixture of neatness and poetical grace characteristic of Mozart’s mature style.  North London Chorus performed the Vespers in Spring, 2000, under Alan Haseldine, their director of music for more than two decades, and move now to a performance of the Coronation Mass under his successor, Matthew Andrews.

It is not clear quite whose, or which, coronation provides the mass, which was completed on 23rd March, 1779, with its title.  Most authorities argue that it was intended for a service, on one or other of the Easter Festival days, the 4th or 5th of April, to commemorate the coronation of a miraculous statue of the Virgin in the Church of Maria-Plain, above Salzburg but within the episcopal diocese.  Others contend that its title resulted from its later association with the coronation of Emperor Leopold II in Prague in 1791, for which the coronation opera, La Clemenza di Tito, was first performed.  In 1779 it was performed with the Epistle Sonata K. 329, for which Mozart himself would have played the elaborate organ part, thus providing for the fulfilment of both aspects of his duties in the new appointment.

The orchestration of the mass follows Salzburg tradition, employing a string orchestra without violas and reinforcing alto, tenor and bass voices of the chorus with trombones. To this, Mozart adds oboes, bassoons, horns, trumpets and timpani to produce a richly textured depth of sound.  The Kyrie offers a characteristically celebratory opening before the solo entries of soprano and tenor, who subsequently alternate and overlap with one another in the solo passages of the Gloria. The Credo begins with an assertive choral exuberance, until the appropriately descending melodic celebration of ‘descendit de coelis’ in which soprano, alto, bass and tenor choral voices successively imitate one another.  This prefaces the most stirring moment of the work in the beautifully muted ‘Et incarnatus’ in F minor, as the soloists invoke the mystery of the incarnation with a simple chordal structure against an ethereal violin accompaniment, followed by an appropriately sombre choral statement of the crucifixion.  A change of tempo then marks a jubilant assertion of the resurrection and the soloists’ declaration of faith in the holy spirit, joined by the chorus for an emphatic statement of belief in the catholic church.  The brief Sanctus concludes with a succession of celebratory choral Osannas which are echoed in the conclusion to the Benedictus, after an introduction sotto voce by all four solo voices.  The Agnus Dei concludes the work, in a wonderfully rounded way, through a return to a theme from the Kyrie in ‘Dona nobis pacem’. This is a forceful and confident plea for the divine gift of peace, initially from the solo soprano, then reinforced by all solo and choral voices and full orchestra.

Gloria
Francis Poulenc 
for soprano, mixed chorus and orchestra
(1899-1963)

In 1936, Poulenc turned in earnest both to the church, which had been a largely dormant feature of his life and work since childhood, and to the composition of choral music.  He wrote nineteen choral works, as well as three stage works containing significant choral passages.  Only Gounod, Schmitt and Milhaud amongst major French composers since the eighteenth century have written such large and significant bodies of choral music.  Poulenc said of his work in this genre: “I think I put the best and the most authentic side of myself into my choral music…I believe that it is truly in this domain that I have contributed something new.”  The Gloria represents more than one side of Poulenc-Janus, as he characterised himself, for he divides a relatively short text into six sizeable movements, in three of which the soprano soloist is featured.  The opening and closing movements are both marked Maestoso and enclose the whole with an emphatic sense of ordered significance, which is quite without grandiosity. They contain what he sought to create as “a feeling of fervour and, especially, of humility, …religious music which is essentially direct…intimate”.  Between these, the remaining four movements contain distinct contrasts of mood.  The third and fifth movements, both dominated by the Soprano solo and marked ‘Tres lente et calme’ and ‘Bien lent’ respectively, convey the sincerity of Poulenc’s profound sense of the religious, whereas the second and fourth movements,  both marked ‘joyeux’, are as lighthearted as any in his sacred works.  With customary disingenuousness, Poulenc wonders why “The second movement caused a scandal…? I was simply thinking, in writing it, of the Gozzoli frescoes in which the angels stick out their tongues; I was thinking also of the serious Benedictines whom I saw playing soccer one day.”  

The Gloria was commissioned by the Koussevitsky Foundation and completed in December, 1959.  It was first performed in Boston on January 20, 1961 with Poulenc present, conducted by Charles Munch and was an immediate success.  It was performed subsequently in New York and cited by the Music Critics Circle, then in Paris less than a month later, and first recorded the following day by the French National Radio-Television Chorus. This was Poulenc’s penultimate religious and choral composition and it exemplifies the height of his mature powers.

The opening movement begins with an orchestral fanfare after which basses, then tenors build towards an emphatic declaration of Gloria in excelsis Deo by the whole chorus, to give the clearest sense musically of what it generates: in terra pax hominibus bonae voluntatis.  These phrases are repeated throughout the movement, with a gathering but never hasty momentum to an almost matter-of-fact orchestral conclusion, marked sans ralentir. The logic of this is made clear by what follows in the second movement which, like the Gloria, is wholly choral.  The dance-like rhythms of the Laudamus Te and its snappy syncopations with Adoramus te are stretched playfully by intervening injunctions of Glorificamus, until an abrupt and surprisingly long pause precedes the contemplative pianissimo singing of Gratias agimus tibi by the mezzo sopranos.  The tempo picks  up to an allegro through the Propter Magnam until the opening theme is briskly and joyously restated as a conclusion.

The third movement, Domine Deus, introduces the solo soprano, who leads the chorus through a quiet recitation of the solemn phrases of worship before the lively and vigorous choral assertiveness of the fourth movement, Domini Fili unigenite, with its clear, bright ritornel.  The fifth movement, Dominus Deus, Agnus Dei once again centres on the soloist who, after a solemn orchestral introduction, leads the chorus with a delicate, transcendent lyricism that conveys the devout wonder of absolution through sacrifice.  The final movement encapsulates the full range of moods of the work. The first part of its plea, Qui sedes ad dexteram Patris, is announced decisively by unaccompanied mezzo-sopranos and tenors, who are then joined with celebratory conviction by the orchestra and the remaining voices of the chorus in what becomes an increasingly urgent, dance-like entreaty. A sudden pause marks the entry of the solo soprano, with a soaring Amen, and a dramatic change of tempo.  The plea is offered once more, but this time slowly, very softly, following Poulenc’s direction that the chorus must be an almost imperceptible murmur, suggesting the humility necessary for the beneficence which it seeks: miserere nobis.  A penultimate, declaratory choral Amen is elaborated brilliantly by the soloist before the work closes to an almost ethereal echo of these final words.
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