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VOCESS returns to Northeast Ohio
for Akron performance on October 19

by Daniel Hathaway

Last heard in a brilliant concert at
Old Brooklyn’s Mary Queen of
Peace Church in 2016, the British
a cappella double quartet
VOCESS will return to our area
on Tuesday, October 19 for a
concert in Akron’s E.J. Thomas
Hall co-sponsored by Tuesday
Musical and the University of
Akron.

Their appearance is part of an eleven-performance tour, the first the ensemble has
been able to organize since the novel coronavirus called a halt to nearly everyone’s
travel plans a year and a half ago.

“We were on tour in the U.S. just before the lockdown,” founder, artistic director, and
countertenor Barnaby Smith told me in a recent Zoom conversation from his studio in
London. “I was on one of the last planes bound for Europe after taking a small
holiday in Vancouver — I can think of worse places to be marooned!”

After weathering the forced sabbatical of the pandemic, during which VOCESS
launched a series of intriguing online events, things are gradually returning to
something approaching normal for the ensemble. “We’re about twenty live concerts
into the season now, with a smattering of performances this summer in the U.K. Of
course, we’re taking all the extra precautions and testing like crazy, but it’s a joy to be

back,” Smith said.

VOCESS’s Akron program is titled “Choral Dances,” and the introduction in the
printed program reads:
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Since the first music was created, music and dance have been
constantly entwined. From chapels and courts to cinemas and clubs,
this program rejoices in choral music inspired by dance. Juxtaposing
Renaissance music with jazz and pop creates a rare mix of the ethereal
and angelic, along with pure foot-tapping fun: a showcase for
VOCESS s inimitable stage presence.

That partially accounts for the co-existence of William Byrd and Irving Berlin, of
Thomas Weelkes and Jerome Kern in the same performance, but Barnaby Smith
offers another explanation for the wide range of repertoire the audience will hear on
October 19.

“Our mantra is to take our interests as an ensemble and convey them to the audience.
With the exception of our one American member, we’ve all grown up in the English
choral tradition singing everything from Renaissance polyphony to contemporary
works. That’s sort of in our blood. Alongside that, we’ve all grown up listening to
some of the great a cappella groups. So when we give a concert, we try to meld all of
this in.”

Smith thinks that can lead to a
fruitful cross-fertilization. “A lot
of people might buy a ticket
because they want to hear
Renaissance polyphony, and
when they see jazz on the
program, say ‘Oh god, I guess
I’11 just have to suffer it’— but
they end up really enjoying it.

%

vocesq

“Or vice versa. Some people
come because they love the folk,
pop, and jazz end of what we do,
and then they’re really surprised
how much they enjoy the
Renaissance polyphony. It’s a
fabulous way of opening up our
wonderful choral art across many genres to lots of different people.”

This particular program was suggested by a festival in Nantes, France in which
VOCESS participates every year, and which always organizes some 300, 45-minute
concerts around a theme. Because VOCESS had been looking for a way to program



Benjamin Britten’s Choral Dances from “Gloriana,” the theme of Dance one year
presented the perfect opportunity.

That being said, pieces like Palestrina’s Magnificat Primi Toni are more difficult to
tuck under that theme, which prompted Barnaby Smith to expand on his philosophy
of program design.

“I do the group’s programming, and while it’s nice to create a cohesive arc that unites
all the elements of a concert, one of VOCESS8’s themes might just be, ‘We’re going to
sing you some nice music you’re going to enjoy.’”

Smith notes that while Palestrina wrote 40 Magnificat settings, only this one is in a
Venetian rather than a pious Roman style. “Its carnival atmosphere makes it one of
the most energetic pieces on the program.

“Similarly, an excerpt from the Rachmaninoff A/l-Night Vespers gives the audience
an opportunity to be introspective and experience the power of music for its healing
qualities. It also contains some of the softest and loudest singing of the evening. And
a simple Icelandic piece functions like a sorbet, giving the idea of how beautiful a
pure, four-part texture can be.”

The repertoire also ventures into a few indelicate themes. “Thomas Weelkes’ As Vesta
was from Latmos Hill Descending is from The Triumphs of Oriana, 25 pieces by 23
composers in homage to Elizabeth I, all of which have double meanings. And the text
of Orlando Lasso’s Dessus le Marché D’Arras is possibly the lewdest on the
program.”

Many of VOCESS8’s pop arrangements are by Jim Clements, a university friend Smith
describes as a genius. Filling out the program, Berlin’s Cheek to Cheek and Kern’s 1
Won t Dance will share the stage with Ward Swingle’s version of a Bach Bourée in
one of the most varied programs you’re likely to hear this season.
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