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Par-ar-ty! Party Is a Groovy Thing… 
– The People’s Choice, c. 1975 

 

Wed., Feb. 11 – rehearsal 

We were in Matthew’s capable hands this night, Jason having jetted off to Spain where 
he was escorting and conducting the St. Ann’s chorus on tour. And so, as they lay snug in the 
beds of their charming paradores, no doubt, we gathered to take on Belshazzar’s Great Big 
Feast. Matthew informed us, in case we had missed the proverbial email, that the entire score of 
the thing, all 1,130 bars of it for SATB and divisi within, was now available on MIDI files on the 
Grace website. No mean feat that, a near-heroic achievement on Matthew’s part, and he 
questioned how many of us were taking advantage of the resource; a few desultory hands went 
up in response. 

We started at p. 58 of the score, where is told the tale of Belshazzar the King acting 
badly, calling for wine and whores and such, and drinking out of, and desecrating, the sacred 
vessels of the captive Jews. It’s a gnarly section, filled with lots of wood block-y sort of 
percussion, and sudden time changes and dramatic dynamics; and it became apparent fairly early 
on that most of us were laboring in terra incognita. Matthew, recognizing this, took us to the 
woodshed. We worked that baby hard, breaking it down part by part. And sometimes Note. By. 
Note.  

Matthew stressed that, although some unfamiliar and sometimes difficult intervals make 
the piece seem demanding, the Feast is not at all atonal and has readily identifiable and 
recognizable arrival points to look for and hang our hats on. At least that was the Singing 
Correspondent’s takeaway. In fact, despite Sir William the composer’s foray into ‘30s 
Modernism, Belshazzar’s Feast at times sounds not too far removed from its very English roots, 
just a resolution or two away from being all glory to God, King and Country. Walton is, after all, 
the man who scored Sir Laurence Olivier’s Shakespeare films, Hamlet, Richard III and, 
especially, Henry V. His score for the charge of the French knights at the Battle of Agincourt is, 
for the Correspondent’s money, some of the most thrilling music in moviedom. But then the 
Correspondent is a traditionalist; and so is Walton. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nvFY93WBPPY (A pale rendition from 1963 with some 
footage from the 1944 film – better to rent on Netflix). 

By and by, Matthew, who was beginning to lose it just a little, declared it time to move 
on—to the beginning of the piece, that is. And it was there, there amid bass and tenor rumblings 
about eunuchs and howling and Babylon, that we finally brought Matthew to desperation, and he 
lapsed into utter silliness. Rehearsal was at an end, and it was only 8:30.  

The Singing Correspondent found this distressing, as he peered into the adjacent parlor 
room and saw no snacks. Where oh where, he wondered, was the Wednesday night repast he had 
come to depend on?  

Well, he needn’t have worried. Because, as it turned out, it was PARTY NIGHT! at 
Grace Chorale of Brooklyn. It seems there had indeed been an email to that effect that had 
escaped the Correspondent’s notice, and he was not to go hungry after all. 



  

Wed., Feb. 11 – party 

Matthew dismissed us with admonitions to use the MIDI files. Announcements followed, 
at which President Eliza Hicks reminded us of the annual spring advertisement campaign 
soon to begin, along with the annual spring announcement that ads from last year’s program 
would soon be posted at rehearsal for members to claim and hopefully re-sell, the annual spring 
assurance that selling ads was not so hard, could be fun, etc., and, finally, the annual spring 
appeal for a chorus member to step up and help with the running of the campaign. General 
hubbub ensued, stacking of chairs, movement of piano, and then we partied. 

Now, imagine, if you will, an HBO series about a chorus, starring, oh, Matthew 
McConaughey and Woody Harrelson, and maybe Laura Dern, and visualize a chorus party 
scene. Wouldn’t you picture a number of break-out groups, maybe a foursome harmonizing 
around the piano, maybe others in intense conversation about the relative merits of Bach and 
Haydn? No. At Grace, it’s all about the food, and we moved en masse to the kitchen, where the 
usual snack-y things awaited, along with more substantial offerings like sandwiches and wraps, 
as well as some very excellent brownies. We gathered hungrily around that stainless steel 
pathology lab-like slab of a table and scarfed it down.  

Activity also centered on a small trolley, surrounded by a goodly crowd, just outside the 
kitchen door, where resided a number of bottles of wine and one lonely two-liter bottle of diet 
ginger ale. The Singing Correspondent lingered there a brief while and met a couple of new 
tenors before moving round the corner to the kitchen pass-through where the brownies beckoned. 

The thing about altos 

From the vantage point of the pass-through, the Correspondent commanded a good view 
of the various goings-on, and couldn’t help but notice that, while most people seemed to be more 
or less at leisure, and engaged in conversation, or refilling their plates or cups, others were very 
busy indeed. There were Priscilla Reichel and Deborah Gallagher, the two alto stalwarts (and 
Board members) who provide our weekly spreads, beginning to stow away the remains of the 
feast. There was Ellen Telzer, alto and Board member, picking up members’ detritus. There was 
President Eliza, alto, engaged in one of an endless number of tasks on her to-do list. Down the 
hallway a bit was Debra Victoroff, yet another alto and Board member, presiding over some 
runic chart or other on the wall, about which more later.  

What is it about altos, wondered the Correspondent, as the tinkly laughter of a slightly 
tipsy soprano wafted in from the next room, that attracts them to service positions? He pondered 
the situation for a few moments and speculated that perhaps altos were representative of a 
“Martha” syndrome, so named for Martha, the sibling of Mary and Lazarus, with whom Jesus 
used to chill after a tough week in the City. As the story goes, Martha was kvetching, while 
popping Jesus a cold one and preparing a nice platter of hummus and pita chips, that Mary didn’t 
lift a finger while she, Martha, did all the work; and Jesus basically told her to stifle. The 
Correspondent surmised that Mary must have been the soprano of the quartet, to which Jesus 
would contribute a rich baritone that nicely complemented Lazarus’s plaintive tenor. Martha, of 
course, sang alto. The Gospels are silent on Lazarus’s vocal range after being raised from the 
dead.  



  

New members or what? 

The Correspondent stirred at length from this peculiar reverie and, in an attempt to clear 
his brain, strolled down the hall, where the aforementioned Deb Victoroff had set up shop in 
front of what proved to be a partial pictorial roster of Grace Chorale membership. It seems that 
Debra is in charge of the Membership Committee of the chorus and is doing her level best to 
encourage members to place their pictures on the Grace website in the section named, 
appropriately enough, “Meet the Chorus.”  

 

This seemed suitable, the party being, as it happened, an event to welcome new members 
and mingle with old. President Eliza has been urging members to use the website as a means for 
getting to know each other for some time now—the Singing Correspondent, btw, will happily 
testify that the site has greatly improved and grown much more extensive and useful during 
Eliza’a tenure. But Deb chose to go the low-tech route: a piece of poster board with choristers’ 
mugshots cut and pasted from the website, alongside quotes about the spiritual and not-so-
spiritual benefits of singing. There were lists and arrows and brackets and cross-outs, bios of 
Jason and Matthew, all kind of charming in its unaffected way. There were even placeholders in 
the form of the Grace Chorale logo of the merry Brooklyn Bridge waiting for members’ missing 
photos.  



  

And then something odd caught the Correspondent’s eye. In the bass section, under the 
sobriquet “Al Cody,” was some dude in a cowboy hat that the Correspondent does not recall 
seeing, let alone singing with. Al Cody? Hmmm. The Correspondent noted a passing 
resemblance between this gentleman and the actor who plays Lena Dunham’s boyfriend on the 
HBO series Girls, one Adam Driver. How and why? Ms. Victoroff claims no knowledge of by 
what means this guy came to appear on her chart.  

But despite the 
suspicion attaching to this 
“Cody,” who shall remain a 
choral mystery,* we are 
fortunate to have a number of 
new members who have 
joined the Chorale this 
semester; others who sang 
with us for the first time 
during November and 
January’s concerts are 
continuing for Belshazzar. 
The Correspondent met a 
couple of newcomers at the 
party, who live in Greenpoint 
and Prospect Heights, 
respectively—so it would 

appear that our catchment area is expanding. And it’s just possible that some of the new blood 
is under 40 (years old, that is). Amazing! 

One happy outcome of the evening: Eliza’s plea for help with the advertising campaign 
was answered. In fact, as of this writing, not one, but two spirited choristers have volunteered 
to assist with the project; and, mirabile dictu, neither is an alto.  

 

        Gracefully, 

 

        The Singing Correspondent 

 

 

 

*It has belatedly come to the Correspondent’s attention that “Al Cody” refers to a character from 
the Coen Brothers’ Inside Llewyn Davis, unseen by the Correspondent up to this point. 


