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By Dominic Gregorio

This past month | have had a love affair with Canadian composer Aaron Jensen's
- new CentreDiscs album “From Sea To Sea: Vocal Works Featuring Canadian

. Poetry.” Mr. Jensen composed the works on this album as a song cycle, a love
: letter to Canada celebrating Canadian poets, Canadian choirs, and drawing

- compositional inspiration from diverse styles and genres. Through email

© correspondence with Mr. Jensen, he describes the connective elements,

¢ storyline, and themes that make this collection of choral music a “song cycle”:

In composing this thirteen piece work, | was driven to showcase a wide
array of Canadian poetic voices, from our literary forefathers such as John
Reade, who was producing work before our country was even founded,
to well-loved icons such as Lucy Maud Montgomery, Robert Service,
Gwendolyn MacEwen, and contemporary innovators such as Christian
Bok and beat poet, Shane Koyczan. | wished to capture traditional and
folk elements in honour of the cultural diversity of Canada (the maritime
reels, the Inuitinspired "Uvavnuk Dreams”, etc.), to present a wide array
of vocal genres (from traditional choral, to vocal jazz, to contemporary a
cappella), and to present a body of work that demonstrated the versatility
of the human voice, not only in terms of harmonic colour, but also through
extended techniques such as instrument imitation, heard in the trumpet
linesin “Pulse,” the overtone singing in “Uvavnuk”, the beatbox of
"Opera Somnia” and others. The unifying factor present throughout the
entire song cycle is a love for the written word, a fascination with the
human woice, and an overarching sense of pride in our country.

- The first work in the song cycle is “Sing me the Songs | love, Once More."” The

: poem is by Irish-Canadian journalist and poet John Reade (1837-1919), a former

. literary editor of the Montreal Gazette. The poetry is sentimental, nostalgic, spoken
- toa loved one who is no longer around, perhaps deceased. Jensen chooses a

¢ primarily homophonic treatment of the text, chorale-like at first, with forays into

. jazz inspired tonalities and chords. The first verse, in parallel period structure,

. demonstrates Jensen's ability to write and resolve a beautiful melody. | found

© myself humming and singing this melody throughout the day; it is very memorable.
: The SING! Choir is one of the ensembles-in-residence of SING! The Toronto

- Vocal Arts Festival, a festival that Mr. Jensen founded, and for which he serves

¢ as Artistic Director. The SING! Choir sounds gorgeous, pitch perfect, beautiful

. relaxed vocal production and effortless intonation.

* In wonderful contrast to the unproduced choral opening track, track 2, “Eunoia,”
- is a studio recording using vocal and mixing effects, performed by Jensen’s own
- a cappella vocal ensemble Countermeasure. The vocal rhythmic ostinato that
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permeates the work is tweaked to sound sharp, brilliant, like stars sparkling in the
sky. The bass vocal line is electronically doubled at the octave below broadening
the aural spectrum. The poem “Eunoia” by experimental Canadian poet Christian
Bok, won the Griffin Poetry Prize in 2002. Jensen chooses five lines from Bok's
poem, each line uses one, and only one, of the five primary English vowels.
Each of these lines is spoken, making the work one of spoken word with vocal
accompaniment. This technigue is reminiscent of Caroline Shaw's 2013 Pulitzer
Prize winning choral work “Passacaglia” from Partita for 8 Voices where polyphony
of spoken word creates an effect of hearing random voices, as if in a crowded
train station, or like the swirling of thoughts in your head.

Track 3, "Uncle Josh,"” for SSAA and performed by wonderfully by the Elmer Isler
Singers, is the first work to reference a specific Canadian musical style. This song
transports the listener to a reel in the folk tradition of the Maritime Provinces,
complete with bodhran drum, hand claps, whistling and whooping.

Uvavnuk was an early 20th century Iglulik Inuit Shaman who wrote the poem
used in track 4, "Uvavnuk Dreams.” The music imitates inuit throat singing
contests, and requires a skilled throat singer to perform three different styles of
throat singing. In the sheet music, Jensen describes the first part of the work
as an "aural collage, " created with repeated musical figures in various combinations.
The first part is kinetic, polyphonic, using rapidly changing mixed meters, whereas
the second part is slower, more homophonic, and contains Uvavnuk's poem in a
harmonically dense setting. My only complaint on this entire album is in this second
section where a frequently recurring Amin7(9)(11) chord is noticeably out of tune.

"Poems in Braille,” sounds directly inspired by contemporary pop music alluding
to both Bjork's “The Anchor Song” (same key), as well as Imogen Heap's "Hide
and Seek,” with usage of keyboard synth vocoder. Although a large chamber
choir originally performed this work, Jensen was interested in exploring a different
approach for the CD:

When you hear something that sounds like a tremolo effect, for example,
what you are really hearing is the vibrato of one individual track duplicated
and transposed multiple times so that every nuance, natural pitch bend,
slide breath noise, etc., is duplicated exactly but tuned to a different pitch.
By tracking this piece with only two singers, Andrea and | were able to
respond to each other live in a very organic fashion.

Kudos to Cawthra Park Secondary School Chamber Choir and their conductor
Bob Anderson, who brilliantly perform two very challenging works on the album,
“"Remember Thee!"” and “Beatitudes,” which feature close harmonies in up to
eight voices. The final three tracks bear comment for their unique qualities. “Pulse”
is a vocal jazz work performed by The SING! Singers with Vancouver Jazz singer
Denzal Sinclaire, a personal favourite singer of mine, who | am delighted to see
collaborating with choirs. Vocal jazz is very challenging to get right, and this
recording is stellar. “Rain in the Country,” poetry by Lucy Maud Montgomery, is
an exciting, fun, lively reel performed brilliantly by the women of the Elmer Isler
Singers, directed by Lydia Adams. Finally, “Opera Somnia,” a highly produced
track performed by Mr. Jensen’s own group Countermeasure which features
vocal percussion, vocals with added effects, and American-style a cappella
arrangement reminiscent of popular a cappella groups such as Pentatonix, or
the music from the television show “Glee!”

My ears sometimes grow tired when listening to choral music; a cappella choral
timbre exists within a limited spectrum. Jensen’s “From Sea to Sea"” stands out
by expanding the range of choral timbre using electronic effects, and by writing in
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a truly wide variety of styles, acknowl-
edging our choral traditions, while
boldly and successfully experimenting
in current music trends.

The performances by numerous
Canadian choirs are excellent; the
track order has clearly been carefully
thought through to create a seamless
listening experience that mimics a journey.
| often wonder what the future of choral
music is; this album answers that
guestion, recognizing and honouring
our choral traditions while boldly and
successfully experimenting in
contemporary music and the avant
garde. Stay tuned for more, Mr. Jensen
related to me his exciting dream and
next stop for this distinctly Canadian
song-cycle: a tour across Canada
engaging local community choirs in
the process. |, for one, am on board!



