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In “Stabat Mater: Arvo Pärt”, a collection of sacred works for choir, organ and strings, vocal ensemble Gloriæ Dei 
Cantores weave a musical tapestry out of the inextricable strands of worldly and spiritual life.

�e sacred music of Estonian composer Arvo Pärt found a worldwide audience through the 1984 ECM New 
Series release “Tabula Rasa”, which included his compositions “Fratres” and “Cantus in Memoriam Benjamin 
Britten”. In CD format, Pärt’s music was in a sense secularized — given a commodity presentation with ECM’s 
distinctive black and white graphics — and placed in a context removed from the origins of sacred music, the 
Church. In this new SACD, Arvo Pärt’s music returns to that source.

�e members of vocal ensemble Gloriæ Dei Cantores perform music not as a profession in the secular sense 
of the word, but as a religious vocation, with no less commitment than their professional counterparts. �e 
ensemble’s concerts and recordings are distinguished by a devotional character that arises from their ongoing 
practice of choral services in the Church of the Trans�guration in Orleans, Massachusetts.

�e church was designed along the lines of early Christian architecture, and is the home of the Gloriæ Dei 
Cantores ensemble. �e singers participate in weekly and seasonal worship services, including evensong and 
liturgy of the hours in Gregorian chant. In preparation for this recording, each member committed to studying 
and reporting on Arvo Pärt’s compositional style, demonstrating a level of engagement well beyond that of most 
professional classical organizations.



Included in this disc are a range of compositions: Peace Upon You, Jerusalem (2002), Salve Regina and Nunc 
dimitis (2001), to the lengthy dramatic works, L’abbé Agathon (composed in 2004, revised in 2008 for two 
soloists, female choir and string orchestra) and Stabat Mater (composed in 1985, revised in 2008). Over the 
years, Pärt has revised some pieces many times, and inspired other artists to do their own arrangements; in my 
SACD collection are Kuniko’s renditions for percussion (Cantus - KUNIKO), Jörgen van Rijen’s for trombone 
and chamber orchestra (Fratres: Bach, Pärt - van Rijen) and the Berlage Saxophone Quartet’s for saxophones and 
violin (In Search of Freedom: Weill / Shostakovich / Pärt / Schulho� / Eisler - Berlage Saxophone Quartet).

�e compositional style of Arvo Pärt has been labeled “tintinnabuli”, a term which the composer tends to 
mystify:

“…I must search for unity. What is it, this one thing… Traces of this perfect thing appear in many guises – and 
everything that is unimportant falls away. Tintinnabulation is like this. . . . �e three notes of a triad are like bells. 
And that is why I call it tintinnabulation.”

Conductor Paul Hillier, a champion of Pärt’s music, characterizes the two voices of tintinnabuli style, which 
Pärt labels M-voice (melodic line) and T-voice (tintinnabuli line), as analogous to the condition of sin, and the 
redemptive experience of forgiveness. In the music, tintinnabuli style can be recognized in Pärt’s frequent use of 
stepwise minor scale melodies (M-voice) in counterpoint to lines drawn from the triad and from the overtone 
series of cast bells (T-voice). But reducing Pärt’s work to an ambiguous term and a rudimentary description of 
its workings fails to account for the range of e�ects produced within these self-imposed limitations. On �rst 
listening, the works can appear repetitious and harmonically static; but closer listening reveals the subtlety and 
complexity of his method.

In his Magni�cat, Pärt’s skillful use of chromatics, space and dynamics, elevates the work from mere “holy 
minimalism”. �ere is a natural �ow into his Nunc Dimitis, in keeping with the practice of singing the two works 
in the evensong services of the Anglican Church. �e striking gru�ness of the low notes for the male voices, in 
Pärt’s system, corresponds to the “hum” tone of church bells; the low voices die away in the distance, like bell 
tones disappearing in the air.

“L’abbé Agathon”, in this arrangement for soprano, baritone and string ensemble, was inspired by a tale about the 
Desert Fathers, monks who lived in the early centuries of the Christian era in the deserts of Egypt. �e legend 
recounts a meeting between the hermit Agathon and a leper who tests Agathon’s unconditional acceptance and 
charity toward the excluded Other. Only a�er these trials does the leper reveal himself as an angel sent by God.

�e dramatic line is rendered vividly through the remarkable performance of soprano Rachel McKendree, who 
conveys the leper’s disguise through shadings of vocal characterization suggestive of hardship and bitterness, 
only to reveal the angel’s true identity in the climactic phrase “Béni es-tu, Agathon, par le Seigneur du ciel et 
de la terre” sung in her pure voice. It’s an exhilarating musical gesture that signi�es the sudden, awe-inspiring 
appearance of the divine messenger. �e silence that follows, just preceding the ending passage, suggests that 
Agathon’s true reward is not a brief glimpse of the celestial, but the enduring silence of God.

Pärt’s setting of the 13th-century Stabat Mater is notable for the clarity of his part writing and the capacity of 
his simple melodic lines to convey abject su�ering. Conductor Richard K. Pugsley elicits from the choir a wide 
range of emotional expression, from the anguished call to share in the pain of the dying son, to the so� hush of 
weeping in compassionate solidarity with the bereaved mother. Ritornello passages for the strings add further 
urgency, and propel the development towards an emotional climax at the phrase “Juxta crucem tecum stare, et 
me tibi sociare in plantu desidro”, where the word “planctu” — lament — soars upwards on a rising crescendo, 
and falls to earth on the word “desidero”, the depth of the lament.



�e sumptuous and detailed DSD recording was engineered in DSD by Brad Michel and Dan Pfei�er. Michel is 
known to vocal music SACD enthusiasts for his outstanding recordings Britten and Finzi Song Cycles - Mark 
Padmore and Barber: An American Romantic - Conspirare on the Harmonia Mundi label. Even in two-channel 
audio, there is a deep soundstage with the organ set at a distance from the choir and the string instruments 
distributed to their le� and right, as they would be positioned in a semicircle in front of the singers.

For all lovers of contemporary sacred choral music, and as an alternative perspective on the music of Arvo Pärt, 
this recording is highly recommended.
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FOR OUR TIME AND FOR ALL TIMES – TransCentury Communications 
 
Arvo Pärt: Stabat Mater; Salve Regina; Magnificat; Nunc dimittis; Peace upon You, 
Jerusalem; L’abbé Agathon. Gloriæ Dei Cantores conducted by Richard J. Pugsley. 
GDC Recordings. $19.99 (SACD). 
 
American Psalmody, Volume 1: Music of Samuel Adler, Charles Ives, Alan Hovhaness, 
Daniel Pinkham, Ronald A. Nelson, Robert Starer, Howard Hanson, and Randall 
Thompson. Gloriæ Dei Cantores conducted by Elizabeth C. Patterson. GDC Recordings. 
$16.99. 
 
     “Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof,” reads Matthew 6:34, which is to say 
there is no use worrying about tomorrow, since it will provide plenty of worries of its 
own. Yet it is well-nigh impossible now not to worry about tomorrow and, indeed, to 
worry that the worries tomorrow will bring will only extend and expand those of 
today…and then the next day will make things still worse…and on and on. A touch or 
two of the peace “which passeth all understanding” (Philippians 4:7) is very much to 
be wished for now – no matter what one’s individual religious or spiritual beliefs may 
be. 
 
     It is in times like these – and let us remember that there have been many earlier 
times filled with deep and justified fear, worry and uncertainty in terms both of 
health and of economic viability – that music, at least some music, can provide a 
combination of uplift and calm that can help counteract the frenetic thoughts and 
endlessly circulating worry and near-panic that pervade our lives today. 
 
     Yet one would not expect to find calming, uplifting music being written by 
contemporary composers: most are better known for dramatic, dissonant, intense 
music that is difficult to perform (and frequently difficult to listen to) than they are 
for anything remotely soothing. Arvo Pärt, however, is a notable, very notable, 
exception. The famed Estonian composer (born 1935) did go through a neo-
Schoenbergian period early in his compositional life (and was rather imitative of 
Shostakovich and Prokofiev still earlier). But he concluded nearly half a century ago 
that those approaches were, for him, dead ends – and that he needed to return to the 
roots of much Western music, in the form of Gregorian chant, to find a new way 
forward. The result was a compositional technique that Pärt calls tintinnabuli, the 
word itself evoking bell sounds and minimalism – which pretty well describes how 
works created by Pärt using the technique come across to an audience. 
 
     Unlike other self-invented compositional approaches, though, Pärt’s does not 
require significant analysis or academic study to prepare listeners to experience it: 
whatever the technical specifics Pärt uses to create his chant-infused pieces, these 
are works that reach out to audiences’ emotions and provoke contemplative, uplifting 
and calming features that are intuitively understandable. All six works sung by the 
marvelous Gloriæ Dei Cantores choral group under Richard K. Pugsley on a new SACD 
from GDC Recordings speak beautifully to a modern audience – even one unfamiliar 



with Latin, the language of most of these pieces, and equally unfamiliar with the 
specific religious connotations and purposes of the pieces. Stabat Mater, the longest 
work here, produces an immediate feeling of eternity through a two-and-a-half-
minute introduction for strings before the chorus even enters – and weaves a 25-
minute spell of resolution and resignation, of acceptance, in musical language that 
certainly fits the topic (the suffering of the Virgin Mary at Christ’s Crucifixion) but 
that also ultimately proffers a message of hope. Salve Regina (“Hail, Queen”), 
directed at Mary, is declaimed, almost spoken, in Pärt’s work, whose modest pulsing 
carries the music along in a series of small, gentle waves. Magnificat is 
praise by Mary, and Pärt invests it with an otherworldliness that requires a perfectly 
balanced chorus with clear enunciation in even the quietest passages – providing a 
fine example of just how good Gloriæ Dei Cantores is. Nunc dimittis specifically asks 
God to allow His servant to depart in peace, and here the sense of peacefulness is 
palpable throughout. Peace upon You, Jerusalem – which is actually placed first on 
the disc – is a somewhat brighter, more-upbeat work, one in which the higher 
registers of the female voices have a distinct bell-like quality that produces a lovely 
blending at the conclusion. And then there is the most-unusual piece 
here: L’abbé Agathon, for voices and eight cellos, or four violas and four cellos – a 
work that draws not on traditional liturgical texts but on the story of one man who 
showed the purity and totality of his love by being willing to exchange his body for 
that of a leper. Placed second on the disc – just before Salve Regina – it combines 
instrumental effectiveness (including some telling pizzicato material) with a French 
vocal narrative, both spoken and sung, that makes the story more multifaceted than 
are the words of the other works here, but no less heartfelt and uplifting. The 
simplicity and directness of the setting makes it almost liturgical and lets it fit neatly 
among the Latin material elsewhere on this recording – helping turn this release as a 
whole into an experience that is both calming and highly meaningful. 
 
-TransCentury Communications 





The late Twentieth-and early Twenty-First-Centuries have been a rich and productive period for 
sacred choral composers. Sir John Tavener (1944 -2013), Krzysztof Penderecki (1933 -2020), 
Henryk Górecki (1933 -), and Tigran Mansurian (1939 -) are just a smattering of modern talent 
behind this ancient form. Estonian composer Arvo Pärt sits atop this collection of composers 
with the distinction of being the most performed, living composer today. Like Tavener, Pärt’s 
conversion to Eastern Orthodoxy intensely colored his compositional themes. The composer’s 
keen ear draws from 1000 years of choral writing shone through the prism of the Massachu-
setts-based choral/orchestral ensemble Gloriæ Dei Cantores, who pay homage to Pärt with a 
collection of his spiritual settings composed between 1985 (Stabat Mater) and 2008 (L’abbé 
Agathon) 



Gloriæ Dei Cantores (“Singers to the Glory of God”) addresses religious choral music from 
medieval to contemporary. The group is affiliated with the Church of the Transfiguration in 
the town of Orleans, on Cape Cod, where it performs weekly services. The ensemble is a 
mixed-gender adult choir with 40 members founded in 1988 where it transformed from an am-
ateur group into the present professional configuration by Elizabeth Patterson and is now under 
the baton of Richard Pugsley. The group has recorded since 1989, when it debuted with the 
collection of Catholic Mass settings, Easter Day Mass, featuring Eleventh Century Gregorian 
Chant mixed with pieces by Palestrina (c. 1525 -1594), Frescobaldi (1583 -1643), and Jean Lan-
glais (1907 -1991). 

The group’s full discography includes some 60 recordings ranging from traditional Gregorian 
Chant to Herbert Howells, including the notable recent releases Rachmaninoff: All-Night Vigil, 
Op. 37  and Gordon Myers: God’s Trombones. 

Presented here are settings for six religious texts ranging from the pastoral aire of the Coptic 
story of “L’abbe Agathon” to the composer’s arresting meditation on the Magnificat (Luke 
1:46-55). The opening «Peace Upon You, Jerusalem» is Pärt’s treatment of Psalm 122, featur-
ing two sopranos (Rachel McKendree and Sister Amanda Ortolani) and women’s chorus sing-
ing a cappella. This is the airiest performance on the recording, like a brief whisper in the ear 
of the Divine. The Marian hymn Salve Regina («Hail, O Queen») features organist James E. 
Jordan supporting the entire chorus. The reading gravely consonant with lengthy melodic lines 
carefully drawn from the chorus. 
 
The Nunc dimittis is the traditional Gospel Canticle of Compline (The Night Office). Also 
known as the Song of Simeon, the text derives from the Gospel of Luke, Chapter 2, verses 29 
through 32. Sister Amanda Ortolani again is featured in a solo soprano role. It is a hymn of 
peace and acceptance, a request, a prayer for release. The full chorus is the breath upon which 
the Ortolani gently walks. 
 
The centerpiece is the title composition, Stabat Mater («Sad Mother»). The text is a 13th-
century Christian Marian Hymn, portraying the Blessed Virgin›s suffering at the foot of the 
Cross. It was composed by either the Franciscan friar Jacopone da Todi or Pope Innocent III, 
and its title derives from the first line, “Stabat Mater dolorosa,” which means “the sorrowful 
mother was standing” (in translation, “At the Cross her station keeping...”). Many composers 
have written settings for the text, including Lassus, Palestrina, Vivaldi, both Scarlattis, and most 
notably, Pergolesi. With respect to Pärt’s setting, the composition illustrates the composer’s mu-
sical technique “tintinnabuli.” Half mysticism, half grounded theory, Pärt described the method 
in his comments on Tintinnabulation from arvopart.org:

 
Tintinnabulation is an area I sometimes wander into when I am searching for answers—in my 
life, my music, my work. In my dark hours, I have a certain feeling that everything outside this 
one thing has no meaning...Here I am alone with silence. I have discovered it is enough when a 
single note is beautifully played. This one note, or a moment of silence comforts me. I work with 
very few elements—with one voice, with two voices. I build with the most primitive materials 
with the triad—with one specific tonality. The three notes of a triad are line bells.
...the lingering sound of a ringing bell that occurs after the bell has been struck. That concrete 



image is translated aurally in Pärt’s Stabat Mater. The piece is sprawling with the composer ad-
dressing each of the text’s 20 sections differently, interspersing instrumental dance rhythms that 
smack of the late Baroque. Triads dominate the piece: tintinnabuli character, a trio choir made 
up of soprano, alto, and tenor voices and a three-part string section of violins, violas and cellos. 
Gloriæ Die Cantores performances equal or better the many Pärt recitals found on ECM records 
and elsewhere. The super audio hybrid programming pays off with an efficiently realized pres-
ence that is warm without being stuffy and crystalline without being sharp edged. These perfor-
mances are significant additions to the Pärt discography.

Track Listing

Peace Upon You, Jerusalem; L’abbe Agathon; Salve Regina; Magnificat; Nunc dimittis; Stabat 
Mater.





“Stabat Mater”: New sacred music by Arvo Pärt published
Orthodox Estonian Composer Combines New Medieval Poem “East” and “West”

May 9th, 2020, 10:44 am Estonia / Music / Christianity / Arvo.Pärt / Orthodox

Tallinn / New York, May 9th, 2020 (KAP) The latest work by the Estonian Russian Orthodox composer Arvo Pärt - “Sta-
bat Mater” - has been released on CD these days. The performers are the choir and orchestra of the US ensemble “Glo-
riae Dei Cantores” under the direction of Richard K. Pugsley. According to music experts, the sacred music composition 
represents an impressive example of the encounter between the orthodox view and classic Western training. “East” and 
“West” are united in Pärt’s new work, according to the unanimous view of the experts.  
“Stabat mater” is the beginning of a medieval poem with an unsettled author. The Latin verses “Stabat mater dolorosa” 
(Eng .: “The mother stood there in pain”) describe Our Lady in her pain about the crucified Jesus. Settings of the “Stabat 
Mater” can be found throughout music history, the old Gregorian chant melody was already taken up by Josquin and Pal-
estrina in the 15th and 16th centuries. Variants by Vivaldi, Haydn, Schubert, Liszt and Verdi followed, and Arvo Pärt also 
created a version for 1985 for soprano, alto, tenor and string trio.  
The composer, born in Estonia in 1935, is an Austrian citizen. Pärt began his musical education as a child, at 14 he wrote 
his first compositions, later he began studying music, worked as a sound engineer on the radio and studied composi-
tion. His early neoclassical work was influenced by the music of Shostakovich, Prokofiev and Bartok. Pärt then experi-
mented with Schönberg’s twelve-tone technique and musical serialism. His music aroused the reluctance of Soviet cultural 
officials because of the modern way of composing, which was not considered “system-conform”, but above all because 
of the religious content.   In the early 1970s, Pärt joined the Russian Orthodox Church. In a long creative break (1968-
1976), in which the 3rd Symphony (1971) is the only authorized work, he dealt primarily with Gregorian chant, the school 
of Notre Dame and the music of the Renaissance (classical vocal polyphony). When Pärt presented the piano piece “Für 
Alina” in 1976, he had developed his personal style in the long remoteness in which the personal emotional world recedes 
in favor of a balance that has arisen from the ascetic.  
He called this new language, which is decisive for this period of his life’s work, the Tintinnabuli style. “Tintinnabulum” 
(Latin) means chimes. What is meant is the “ringing” of the triad, which stands for a reduction of the sound material to the 
absolutely essential.  
In 1980, under pressure from the Soviet government, Arvo Pärt emigrated with his family to Vienna, where he received 
Austrian citizenship. From 1981 to 2008 he lived in Berlin. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, he spent part of the 
year in his home in Estonia. Today he is one of the most respected composers of the present who always turns to religious 
topics, among others for the commissioned work “La Sindone” (The Shroud), an orchestral composition on the Turin 
shroud on the occasion of the Olympic Winter Games in Turin.  
Pärt received a myriad of awards, including the Austrian Badge of Honor for Science and Art in 2015 and the Joseph 
Ratzinger Prize in 2017.






