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            Donald Kendrick’s Sacramento Choral Society closed another highly successful season with a lovely Saturday night concert at the Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament in downtown Sacramento last weekend.  The cathedral was figuratively packed to the rafters (and literally to the back rows of the balcony) as the 150-voice chorus performed works from a series of “schools,” ranging from the early-second-millennium Roman to the twentieth century English.  

With Maestro Kendrick providing informative introductions to many of the works, with an excellent printed program that included full biographies of the composers and the performers along with the text of all the works on the concert, and with a late spring twilight sending rays of sunshine into the great hall, the music was almost anticlimactic.

            But the music was so glorious that everything else about the setting was really only background.  The program was full of wondrous singing, featuring both the chorus and some fine solo efforts.

            The evening began with a bold touch, as three male members of the chorus, perched up in the balcony, sang an 11th century composition, “Alma Redemptoris Mater.”  It was followed by a Palestrina work of the same title, sung a cappella by the full chorus.  The effect was breathtaking, as the lush sounds that the chorus provided soared upwards into the cavernous cathedral.  This opening could have been the highlight of the concert, but for what followed.

            The French School offering consisted of two parts of Maurice Durufle’s “Requiem” (from the 1940s).  The Introit and the Kyrie, both sung to organ accompaniment (by Stephen Janzen, who has been with the organization since its 1996 beginning), were less dramatic that the Palestrina, but no less impressive in their execution.

            The intended, and real, highlight of the night followed, with Mozart’s grand “Coronation Mass,” for which the chorus was ably abetted with four excellent soloists.  The standout of these four was Yoo Ri Clark, whose soprano solo on the Agnus Dei was especially marvelous.  Also offering strong work were Mezzo Tania Mannion, Tenor Pedro Betancourt, and Bass Daniel Yoder.  

            The chorus for this work was nothing less than inspired, especially on the opening Kyrie and the following Gloria.  Only on the Credo did we hear a few ragged moments, but they were fleeting and completely overcome by the decisive clarity of the Amens that end that section.

            On the Sanctus, the chorus again stood out favorably, and for the Benedictus the four soloists offered a well-modulated quartet.

            So special is this work that it calls to mind how awe-inspiring Mozart’s music truly is, and when performed to near perfection by so large a contingent as this chorus provides, it is as nearly celestial as we suspect music can be.

            But the evening was not over, far from it.  The Venetian School followed (Mozart representing the Austrian School, that mass having been composed while he still resided in that country), and it featured Claudio Monteverdi’s “Beatus Vir” (from 1630) and Giovanni Croce’s “O Sacrum Convivium” (from even earlier in that century).  Both works again provided the chorus with a chance to shine, and shine it did, with lush intonations in the a cappella sections of both works.

            From the English school, two modern compositions, “God is With Us” (1987) by John Taverner and “The Bright Star” (1999) by Ivan Moody, featured fine solos by chorus members along with more excellence from the full chorus.  

            The concert concluded with Gustav Holst’s “Psalm 148,” which the late-nineteenth-century composer set to the classic hymn, “All Creatures of our God and King.”  It was delivered majestically, just as the composer must have intended, and brought the evening to a grand close.

            With this concert, the second in what the organization bills as the “Stained Glass Series,” the Sacramento Choral Society cements its place as the leading custodian of great choral music in Sacramento and, perhaps, all of California.  Donald Kendrick continues to fine-tune his chorus, ever improving its quality, and to challenge his community, ever offering diverse and interesting programs, both with orchestral accompaniment and, as on this night, without.

            The community is most fortunate to have this man and his vision in its midst.  We cannot sing (pun intended) his praises enough.

            (The organization has just released a new CD of its recent – May 2nd – performance of Carl Orff’s “Carmina Burana” at the Mondavi Center.   The CDs may be purchased by phone – 916-536-9065 – or by e-mail – scso2005@yahoo.com.  Information on the organization’s newly announced 15th season, featuring Verdi’s “Requiem,” is also available.)

