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Tomás Luis de Victoria: Officium defunctorum 

Tomás Luis de Victoria was the greatest Spanish composer of the Renaissance and, 
with the Italian Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina and the Franco-Flemish Orlande de 
Lassus, the most significant musician of the late seventeenth century. Victoria knew 
Palestrina, may have studied with him, and was one of the very few composers able to 
master Palestrina’s exceedingly refined polyphonic language. While Palestrina’s 
music embodies a sense of spotless purity, however, Victoria’s moves with greater 
freedom, more warmth, and a nuanced responsiveness to the words. His Officium 
defunctorum: in obitu et obsequiis sacrae imperatricis, from 1605, glows with depth 
of feeling and mystical intensity rare in any other music of the period. 

Victoria composed two settings of the requiem text. A smaller, four-voice Missa 
pro defunctis was published in 1583, when the composer was in his thirties. Five 
years later, Victoria began serving as choirmaster and chaplain to the Dowager 
Empress Maria, daughter of Charles V of Spain, sister of Philip II, and widow of 
Maximillian II, who had retired at the Royal Convent of the Barefoot Nuns of St. Clare. 
The Empress became a devoted supporter of Victoria, and when she died in 1603, he 
composed the larger, six-voice funeral work, Officium defunctorum, dedicating it to 
Princess Margaret, Maria’s daughter, for “the obsequies of your most revered 
mother.” This was the last music that Victoria composed. He died in 1611, at age 
sixty-three. 

Most of the Officium is for six-part chorus, but a few movements, including the 
marvelous Lesson from the Matins, “Taedet animam meam” (here placed at the 
beginning of the work), and the delicate Christe, use fewer voice parts. Chants that 
lead to, continue, or conclude choral sections are not part of Victoria’s score, but 
liturgically appropriate ones are included in these performances. 

This is music that breathes with subtle inflections, nuanced character and quietly 
expressed emotion. The most highly profiled music is heard in the urgent “Taedet” 
and the poignant motet, “Versa est in luctum.” But all the movements of the Officium 
are infused with elegant wonders. Perhaps even more than Arvo Pärt’s music, this is 
music that rewards calm, alert listening.

Arvo Pärt: Berliner Messe

Estonian Arvo Pärt has lived under four different political regimes. Born in 1935, 
during the country’s first era of independence, he began elementary school during 
German occupation, he developed a professional musical career during the post-
World War II years of Soviet rule, and, following the dissolution of the Soviet Union 
and Estonia’s restoration of independence in 1991, he has become one of the world’s 
most popular contemporary composers, now having fame that reaches far beyond 



the boundaries of classical music.
Pärt’s early music was atonal and dense; its resemblance to the European avant-

garde prompted comparison between him and forward-looking Russian composers 
like Alfred Schnittke and Sofia Gubaidulina. This music gave Pärt’s his first 
international exposure, but the single-movement orchestral work Nekrolog (1960)—
the first twelve-note music composed in Estonia—was rebuked by the Union of 
Soviet Composers for its “susceptibility to foreign influences.” Despite the formal 
criticism, just nine months later, he was awarded first prize in an important contest 
sponsored by the USSR.

His music’s “formalist tendencies”—rejection of socialist realism, strict 
adherence to twelve-note music, and experimentation with collage techniques—all 
put at risk his position in with the government. Ultimately, though, it was Pärt’s overt 
embrace of Orthodox Christianity, proclaimed in his 1968 Credo, that led to a ban of 
his music, and for many years his name disappeared from Soviet lists of composers. 
After the fall of the USSR, theorist Yuri Kholopov allowed that “God and Jesus Christ 
were bigger enemies to the Soviet regime than Boulez or Webern.”

For nearly a decade, from the late 1960s into the early 1970s, Pärt withdrew from 
public view and composed very little. How much his silence was prompted by the 
official condemnation of his music or by his simply having reached a compositional 
impasse is not entirely clear. Pärt claims it was the latter, but it is difficult to believe 
that the censure had no effect on his work. During these musically reclusive years, he 
spent most of his energy studying Gregorian chant, the Medieval Notre Dame 
School, including composers Léonin and Pérotin, and the Renaissance era’s 
Palestrina, Lassus and Victoria. This was all music that his early musical education 
had ignored, and it became crucial to the enormous changes that would appear in his 
music. In an interview from much later, Pärt said, “Before one says something, 
perhaps it is better to say nothing. My music has emerged only after I have been silent 
for quite some time. Literally silent.”

In 1976, compositions entirely unlike his early, atonal music emerged, first with a 
small piano piece, Für Alina, and then with Cantus in Memory of Benjamin Britten, 
Fratres, and Summa. This new music rejected his earlier intense chromaticism, in 
favor of a seemingly simpler—and more approachable—modal diatonicism. Even 
though the music no longer sounded like that of the European avant-garde, it still, 
paradoxically, possessed every bit as much “formalist” rigor as had his earlier, twelve-
note compositions.

Like virtually all of his music since his 1976, Pärt’s Berliner Messe employs a 
deterministic technique whose name recalls the sound of ringing bells: 
tintinnabulation. Much of this music is homophonic—all the voices, whether vocal or 
instrumental, move in rhythmic unison—and there is an overall consistency to its 
sound. But because the music flows with rhythmic freedom (often based on the 
natural declamation of the text), because it employs a wide variety of devices to 
articulate phrases, large sections and movements, and because Pärt’s imagination 
remains rich, his way of working has proven fertile. Widely varying compositions have 
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emerged, including the hauntingly dark Adam’s Lament (Cantata Singers Boston 
Premiere, 2017), the forthright Solfeggio (CS Chamber Chorus performance, 2016), 
the panoramic Te Deum (anticipated Cantata Singers performance, January 2019), 
and this setting of the mass.

In Pärt’s tintinnabuli technique, pairs of musical lines yoke to each other, one 
voice often moving by scale, and its partner traversing the pitches closest to it in the 
tonic triad. Shown below are basic examples that depict some relationships possible 
between voices in a simple, two-part texture. In them, an ascending scale line 
(melody, or M-voice) is shown in solid noteheads, and its partner (triad, or T-voice), 
in open noteheads.

Movements or sections within larger works tend to adhere to consistent positions 
of the M- and T-voice, but the texture can vary from a fragile single voice (either M- or 
T-), to many voices densely piled up.

Just as the point of Schoenberg’s twelve-note music is not its technique, the 
point of Pärt’s tintinnabuli music is not his method itself. In fact, it would not be worth 
discussing in program notes, except that Pärt attaches religious significance to the 
precise relationships between M- and T-voices. He explains:

The M-voice always signifies the subjective world, the daily egoistic life of sin 
and suffering; the T-voice, meanwhile, is the objective realm of forgiveness. 
The M-voice may appear to wander but is always held firmly by the T-voice. 
This can be likened to the eternal dualism of body and spirit, earth and heaven; 
but the two voices are in reality one voice, a twofold single entity. This can be 
neatly though enigmatically represented by the following equation: 1+1=1. 
One line is like freedom, and the triad line is like discipline. It must work 
together.

Arvo Pärt’s music has enjoyed unusual, perhaps unique, popularity in the world of 
contemporary classical music. Some people hear connections between it and 
minimalism, and while there may be some surface resemblance, Pärt arrived at his 
methods by a very different path than the ones that inform the music of Steve Reich or 
John Adams, and his music embraces a wholly distinct aesthetic. As well, people 
wanting simply to “bliss out” have found his music enormous appealing, but this is 
clearly not the composer’s intent. His music does often have a calm and alluring 
surface, but it is also meticulously planned, precisely executed, and even ascetic in its 
attitude. This is highly intellectual music infused with unambiguous religious thought. 
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The intentionality and design within his music are seldom obvious, or even audible, 
but they need not be. In a radio interview, he said:

Art has to deal with eternal questions, not just sorting out the issues of 
today…Art is in fact nothing else than pouring your thoughts or spiritual values 
into a most suitable artistic form or expressing them in artistic ways…The one 
[is] the correct solution to all fractions, epochs, and lives.

Arvo Pärt’s music lives in that precise world of fractions.

William Henry Harris: Faire is the Heaven

Faire is the Heaven (1925) and Bring Us, O Lord God (1959), both for 
unaccompanied double chorus, are William H. Harris’s best-known works, and their 
mellifluous beauties have been sufficient to secure his reputation in the world of 
Anglican Church music. Most of his modest output is for chorus or for solo organ, 
much of it was composed for the church, and very little of it is for orchestra or 
instrumental ensemble. However, his largest and perhaps finest work is an expansive 
oratorio for baritone, chorus and orchestra, The Hound of Heaven, based on the 
poem by Francis Thompson, music that fell into near total obscurity after only a few 
performances following its premiere in 1919.

Although Harris’s reputation today rests on his compositions, he was best known 
during his life for his teaching at the Royal College of Music and the Royal School of 
Church Music, and for his positions as church organist and choirmaster, including the 
distinguished one he held for nearly thirty years at St. George’s Chapel, Windsor. His 
duties at St. George’s involved working with the royal family, including teaching music 
to the princesses Elizabeth and Margaret, and composing music for the coronations 
of George VI and Elizabeth II. 

Faire is the Heaven draws two sections from Edmund Spenser’s lengthy poem 
“An Hymne of Heavenly Beauty,” the last of Foure Hymns that speak of the 
distinctions among earthly love, earthly beauty, heavenly love, and heavenly beauty, or 
between eros and love. In Harris’s post-war interpretation of Spenser’s elaborately 
restrained poem, nostalgia and an Elgarian yearning emanate. 

Two equal choruses act as celestial beings, calling to each other, their answering 
echoes gently reinterpreting the other chorus’s calls by subtly shifting the text’s 
meaning. The first section soon closes expansively and, from there, the mood 
intensifies. The two choruses merge, the texture thickens, and the focus changes 
from the “Eternall Majestie,” to the “eternal burning Seraphins” and their “fiery light.” 
Archangels excitedly cry out toward each other. With a searing climax, equilibrium 
slowly begins to restore. The music calms, and the opening section is recalled, 
connecting the “image of such endlesse perfectnesse” to the earlier “Eternal 
Majestie.” But the storm just passed still affects the harmony, now more elusive. Even 
as the music folds inward, sinking lower and fading, it leaves the last thoughts open-
ended.


