Preview: Dialogues of Sorrows

A Workshop for Singers with tutor Gabriel Crouch

Saturday 11th June, Leintwardine Community Centre

After the death of Queen Elizabeth in 1603, James VI of Scotland was eventually chosen to accede to the throne of England, whence he became James I. Poets and playwrights of the day would often represent him as either David or Solomon to imply wisdom and austerity (the latter ‘virtue’ was certainly an easy one to pin on the king), just as previous writers had used ‘Diana’ and ‘Oriana’ to represent Elizabeth. James had two sons: Henry and Charles. Henry had a reputation for temperance and for chivalry, and his patronage of artists, architects, and men of letters promised a coming renaissance under Henry IX. Henry was also said to be willing to fight and die for his Protestant faith. Charles, in dreadful contrast, was a vacillating and feeble man, who lacked the courage or humility to forge working relationships with Parliament, and whose witless vanity was a significant catalyst for the twin tragedies of the Civil War and ensuing Commonwealth.

In the early spring of 1612, the 17-year-old Henry took an ill-judged dip in the River Thames and quickly succumbed to Typhus. This event prompted a quite unprecedented outpouring of national grief, represented in the composition of dozens of musical and poetic epitaphs, many of which refer analogously to the death of King David's son, Absolom. While there were several pieces of music from 1612-13 which mention Henry by name (John Ward’s ‘Weep Forth your Tears’ and Robert Ramsey’s ‘Dialogues of Sorrow’, for example) there were a total of 13 motets which use the analogy of David weeping over Absalom, and 9 of David’s lament over Jonathan. The use of the David/Absalom analogy is particularly interesting when one considers the circumstances of Absalom’s death and the evidence of disharmony between Prince Henry and his father. Absalom was a rebellious son who died in the act of defying his father (adding a twist of guilt to David’s anguished cry: “Would God I had died for thee”) and Henry’s ambition and precociousness were occasionally distressing to his more pedestrian father – in particular his alliance with the imprisoned Walter Raleigh (“only my father would keep such a bird in a cage”, Henry once said) and his willingness to criticize openly his father’s leadership and conduct at court. His behaviour caused James to muse that his son was trying to bury him while he was still above ground. There were inevitable rumours that Henry had been poisoned by agents working for the King....

In total there were more than 40 pieces of vocal music that were definitely or probably written upon the death of the young prince. In this workshop we will be delving into this precious body of works, which together comprise a sort of  ‘swan song’ for the English Renaissance, and a glorious example of the fusion of English contrapuntal craft and Continental rhetorical flourish.

About the tutor

Gabriel Crouch is Director of Choral Activities and Senior Lecturer in Music at Princeton University. He began his musical career as an eight-year-old in the choir of Westminster Abbey, where he performed a solo at the wedding of HRH Prince Andrew and Miss Sarah Ferguson. After completing a choral scholarship at Trinity College, Cambridge, he was offered a place in the renowned a cappella group The King's Singers in 1996. During the next eight years he made a dozen recordings on the BMG label (including a grammy nomination), and gave more than 900 performances in almost every major concert venue in the world. Since moving to the USA in 2005 he has built an international profile as a conductor and director, with recent engagements in Indonesia, Hawaii and Australia as well as Europe and the United States. In 2008 he was appointed musical director of the British early music ensemble Gallicantus with whom he has released four recordings under the Signum label to rapturous reviews, garnering multiple ‘Editor’s Choice’ awards in Gramophone and Early Music Review. In addition, for the 2012 release ‘The Word Unspoken’, he won a place on BBC Radio’s CD Review list of the top nine classical releases of the year. His most recent recording, Lagrime di San Pietro, was voted second in the Early Music category of the Gramophone Awards in 2014.

