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One Foot in Heaven
Arvo Pärt: Te Deum (1984/85, revised 1992)

Arvo Pärt’s Te Deum is a single-movement, 30-minute work for three choirs, 
prepared piano, string orchestra, and electronic drone. It is one of Pärt’s most vividly 
and clearly shaped compositions, but its spirit, like that of all his music since the mid-
1970s, is very much that of a meditation. Like the haunting, other-worldly electronic 
drone that appears and disappears throughout the Te Deum, this is music that 
materializes from, belongs to, and returns to silence. 

Two of the three choruses, one comprising sopranos and altos, and the other, 
tenors and basses, stand on the outside, usually singing separately, but occasionally 
singing as one. These groups present the text in free, chant-like music (composed by 
Pärt) that embraces considerably broader dramatic shape than pre-existing liturgical 
chant. The music of these two choruses, which often lies in the singers’ lowest 
reaches, suggest the voices of those on earth. The third chorus stands in the center, 
is made up of all four voice parts, and presents a very different type of material: 
rhythmically measured and harmonized music, often in the major mode, and always 
suspended high in the vocal ranges—the voices of angels. At key liturgical points, and 
therefore climactic musical moments, the earthly voices join those of the angels, and 
all sing together.

Each short chant leads to commentary that is given either by the orchestra or by 
the four-voice mixed chorus. The orchestra’s wordless responses extend and 
elaborate on the chant, sometimes substantially, and it is easy to hear the relationship 
between the two. The four-voice chorus’s responses repeat the preceding chant’s 
words, but instead of expanding the musical material, they synthesize and compress 
it. The repetitions of text, as well the striking shifts of texture (from fluid chant to 
harmonized, rhythmically measured music), serve to articulate the ends of the work’s 
sections. 

Only once, at the end, does the middle chorus sing words not already chanted: 
“Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus” are, after all, words for the angels, and their hypnotic, 
dance-like repetitions leave the earthly choruses silent. As their wafting music floats 
gently away, the orchestra intones a steady D-natural that encompasses every octave 
possible—the background of the universe, the certainty of the divine. 

Arvo Pärt’s earliest music was atonal, dense, and often violent; its resemblance 
to the European avant-garde prompted comparison between him and forward-
looking Russian composers like Alfred Schnittke and Sofia Gubaidulina, and it gave 
Pärt his first international exposure. But his music’s “formalist tendencies”—the 
rejection of socialist realism, strict adherence to twelve-note music, and 
experimentation with collage techniques—put at risk his growing position in Estonia, 
his home that still lay under the control of the Soviet Union. Ultimately, though, it was 



Pärt’s overt embrace of Orthodox Christianity, proclaimed in his 1968 Credo, that led 
the Soviet’s banning his music, and for many years his name was not heard. The 
Russian music theorist Yuri Kholopov later observed that “God and Jesus Christ were 
bigger enemies to the Soviet regime than Boulez or Webern.”

For nearly a decade, from the late 60s into the early 70s, Pärt withdrew from 
public view, composed very little, and studied Gregorian chant, the Medieval Notre 
Dame School, including composers Léonin and Pérotin, and the Renaissance era’s 
Palestrina, Lassus, and Victoria. This was music that his early education had ignored, 
and his discovery of it would become crucial to the enormous changes that would 
occur 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, a very different music appeared, first a small piano piece, Für Alina, and 
then Cantus in Memory of Benjamin Britten, Fratres, and Summa. The earlier intense 
chromaticism had become a seemingly simpler modal diatonicism. Although Pärt’s 
music no longer sounded like the European avant-garde, it paradoxically often 
possessed as much “formalist” rigor as had his earlier, twelve-note compositions. 
Rigorous or free (and the Te Deum marries both), the music no longer rose from the 
grit of the earth but flowed from the stillness of heaven.

One on Earth
Béla Bartók: Divertimento, for String Orchestra (1939)

While most of Arvo Pärt’s post-1970 music hovers in a place free of earth’s 
gravitational pull, almost all of Béla Bartók’s music grows out of, and remains deeply 
rooted in, this world. It was Hungarian folk music that he loved, and he spent years 
travelling through the country collecting, transcribing, and arranging it. All of his own 
music shows its indelible influence. 

Even his most abstract and forward-reaching compositions reflect the irregular 
rhythms and non-diatonic scales of this folk music, and a work like his string orchestra 
Divertimento, one of Bartók’s most congenial compositions, fully embraces its 
indigenous heritage. The work’s open-hearted expression is particularly striking for 
its having been composed during the same period that brought his most inventive 
explorations and some of his more hard-bitten music, including the Music for Strings, 
Percussion and Celesta, the Sonata for Two Pianos and Percussion, and the last two 
string quartets. 

In 1939, Paul Sacher, conductor and patron of the arts who, during his lifetime, 
commissioned more than 200 compositions, including music by Strauss, Stravinsky, 
Honegger, Martin, Hindemith, Martinů, Berio, and Lutosławski, asked Bartók for a 
string orchestra work for his Basel Chamber Orchestra. Two years earlier, Sacher 
had commissioned the Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta, one of Bartók’s 
greatest and most complex masterpieces, and he now sought a work that was 
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logistically and perhaps musically more practical. 
Sacher arranged for a conducive work environment—solitude in his Swiss 

cottage, a piano, and even a chef—and Bartók completed the twenty-five-minute 
Divertimento in an astonishing fifteen days, on August 17. Undisturbed by anything, 
but occasional newspaper reports of roiling world events, he created one of his most 
genial compositions, music that conceals a very sophisticated, mature language 
within a largely easy-going and optimistic spirit. And considering the pressing 
political upheaval and threat of war, the Divertimento’s confidence—at least, of its 
outer movements—is unexpected. This was the last music Bartók would compose in 
Hungary. Less than two weeks later, Germany invaded Poland, and the following year, 
Hungary joined the Axis powers. Bartók, already having sent his manuscripts out of 
the country, fled with his wife for the United States. 

The Divertimento is modeled after a Baroque concerto grosso, with dialogues 
between the orchestra and solo instruments helping define the shifting characters. In 
the first movement, heavy-footed dancing alternates with nimble serenade-like music, 
and the material shifts mercurially—and blurs the distinction between—untamed 
abandonment and subtle refinement. Repeatedly, the music gathers momentum, only 
to slam into immovable blocks, each sterner than the last. These threats are short-
lived, though, and a convivial spirit prevails. 

The slow movement is dusky and mysterious, with sinewy contrapuntal lines that 
twist together into tight knots. It is frozen music, but several times the movement cries 
out piercingly, and a gloomy central section agonizingly crawls up into full-throated 
anguish before fading back into the mist. In the final measures, the music becomes 
more disjointed, and the close brings quiet without peace. 

The exuberant last movement dashes by with peasant tunes shifting easily 
between playfulness and gleeful rowdiness. The phrases’ irregularities keep 
everything off-kilter, and—apart from a momentary fugal flirtation and a fiddler’s 
lamenting cadenza—the energy persists. Eventually, the music seems to collapse in 
exhaustion, and an impish pizzicato passage remembers the music’s playful roots. 
But the charming reflection is abruptly dismissed by a churning—and jovial—rush to the end. 

Heaven and Earth
James Primosch: Matins (2003)

Among the fifteen compositions that Cantata Singers has commissioned and 
premiered in the last thirty-five years, numbers invite further explorations. We have 
revisited several—three sacred works of John Harbison, Andrew Imbrie’s Adam, Peter 
Child’s Estrella, and Donald Sur’s Slavery Documents—always with heightened 
appreciation and musical reward. One of the more elusive and quietly powerful 
among these fifteen works is James Primosch’s setting of Gerard Manley Hopkins 
and Mary Oliver texts, Matins, which Cantata Singers co-commissioned with oboist 
Peggy Pearson and Winsor Music in 2003. At its first performance in February 2004, 
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Matins was framed by two cantatas of J.S. Bach. Here, it stands as the close of an 
unusual grouping of more diverse works.
For the first performance, James Primosch wrote:

The most familiar form of Christian worship is the Liturgy of the Eucharist, 
when the community gathers to break the bread that is God’s word, to 
bless the bread of remembrance, and to be the bread of life in Christ. It 
was for such gatherings that Bach’s cantatas were written. But there is 
another traditional component of the Christian life of prayer called the 
Liturgy of the Hours, through which the community seeks to saturate the 
very hours of the day with prayers of praise, thanksgiving and petition. 
Matins is the name given to Morning Prayer in the Liturgy of the Hours.

Matins is also the name given by Mary Oliver to the closing section of 
her poem “Her Grave, Again.” This poetic sequence, memorializing a 
beloved dog, closes with a song of praise to the creator who permeates 
our world, who acts in it, and who has filled it with gifts by which we know 
his goodness. The text seems within itself to enact the praying of Morning 
Prayer, and fairly cries out for a choral setting. I chose to join Oliver’s text 
with a poem of Gerard Manley Hopkins that similarly praises the God who 
is manifest in the creation. But in the Hopkins, there is also a sense of our 
brokenness, of how the world is “bent,” expressed in images that resonate 
prophetically with our contemporary sense of impending ecological 
catastrophe. Still, Hopkins attests that renewal is possible, beautifully 
imaging God as a feminine, mothering presence. With this affirmation of 
God’s brooding presence at the close of the Hopkins, we can go on to 
joyfully sing Matins together.

I offer these settings that we might “make our songs for him as sweet 
as we can,” aware of how we sear the world with our trade, but grateful for 
the “bright wings” that enfold us.

Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-1889) and Mary Oliver (1935-2019) may see the 
relationship between God and the world from opposite vantage points. Hopkins, a 
Jesuit priest, viewed nature as a means of explaining and envisioning God; to him, the 
world and its creator stand apart, with mankind’s foibles dirtying that relationship. To 
Mary Oliver, a religious poet unconstrained by formal orthodoxy, God is embedded in 
nature, and it is in, and through, the earth that she finds spiritual guidance. Perhaps 
their individual concepts of the divine—one to the earth, the other from the earth—are 
products of their eras as much as of their different callings.

In Matins, James Primosch sets the Hopkins and Oliver poems in one unbroken 
movement, but it is easy to feel an energy shift between the two large sections. 
Picking up the final line of “God’s Grandeur,”—with ah! Bright wings—the orchestra 
rustles quietly. The eddying soon begins to surge, and Oliver’s poem materializes out 
of the orchestral waves. Primosch’s setting of her poetry is fluid, more conversational, 
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and at times the music glows with radiant sensuality. With the last lines—and the 
weeds, dogs, cities, boats, dreams that are the world—the chorus slowly rises in 
rapturous, layered harmony and then falls silent. As the orchestra fades, the solo 
oboe, having been a voice from both heaven and earth, warbles, twists, laments, and 
in the final moments locates an artless eloquence that connects Hopkins and Oliver.


