Vaughan Williams and the Gruesome Goslings
Despite competition from popular TV, Malmesbury Abbey was sold out on Saturday evening (13 December), in its beautifully-lit twelfth-century glory, and no one can have been disappointed. The Malmesbury Singers put on their Christmas performance with serious application in the first half and Proms-like panache in the second. It was a pleasing blend that sent everyone home feeling uplifted and ready for Christmas.

The serious business was a major achievement. The Vaughan Williams Mass in G Minor is a tall order. You need a double choir capable of delivering rich, twisting harmonies, and four soloists. The singing is unaccompanied, which has a double effect. Any weaknesses will be exposed because there is no swaddling from an orchestra or organ, and any sliding out of tune will show. The Singers were on good form, and remained true throughout.

The four movements of the Mass (with the Credo omitted) were separated by readings and carols, which meant that the overall work never gained its full artistic momentum, but since the composer wrote it for interpolation in a church service, that seems to be the way he wanted it. 
The opening Kyrie, for all its brevity, got us off to a good, confident start, demonstrating a nice balance between the parts (despite the usual predominance of female singers), the right degree of restraint and a pleasant tone which boded well for the later music. Immediately, you knew you were in for something good. The Gloria was a triumph, with eight voices and four more from the soloists gathering complexity and brio at the same time, and rising to a culmination of such opulence that it brought Rachmaninov to mind. The ending, a moving fortissimo, gained a good deal from the earlier gentleness.
There were some uncertainties in the longest movement, a slow Sanctus and Benedictus, each followed by a majestic hosanna, but they were soon overcome, and the performance rose to an inspiring climax. The concluding Agnus Dei is a tour de force of polyphonic expressiveness, ending with a dozen bars of the most delicious twelve-part harmony, to which the choir did full justice. True, they enjoyed this lovely music so much that it simply could not be pinned down to piano at the beginning, let alone super-pianissimo (ppp) at the end. You can be sure no one noticed. This splendid work, which deserves more frequent performance, had travelled by complex means to a simple end, and the Singers deserve great credit for their disciplined interpretation. The breadth and depth of their resources had been tested – they provided both soloists and readers - and not found wanting.
After the interval, John Hughes added his ever-dependable accompaniment, and the conductor , Iain Duffin, unleashed his personal qualities that are the strength of this excellent society: sound musical knowledge, intelligence and clarity in explaining it, humour, enthusiasm and a rich voice (speaking and singing). He charmed us all through a dozen carols of every hue and character, including the most complex version of The Holly and the Ivy ever devised, and a novelty Goslings carol too gruesome to describe in a family newspaper. 
Another Mass, Rossini’s ever-popular version (described as little and solemn, though it is neither), is up next (28 March 2009). Don’t miss that.  
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