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Bye-bye, Bach.  What’s up, Duke? 

…midwinter musings from The Singing Correspondent 

Four-forty-two p.m., Saturday, January 23, and the Blizzard of ’16, which arose 
sometime in the wee hours, still blows sideways outside the Singing Correspondent’s windows—
all warm and dry inside, as good a time as any to consider the choral semester just past. 

We can now close the book on Bach’s Christmas Oratorio, more’s the pity. It was 
seasonal, it was festive, and it brought in some of our very best houses to date, apart from 
dependable crowd-pleasers like Carmina Burana. Opinion varies as to why this should be: was it 
the composer, the piece, or the timing? Or maybe the critical mass of eighty-something voices, 
plus orchestra, soloists and assorted friends and retinue? 

The GCB Board, so the Singing Correspondent has it on authority, batted the question 
around at a recent meeting, it being of some consequence with regard to finances (seems it was a 
very successful program ticket sales-wise) and the issue of being able to replicate the 
phenomenon. Smart money has it that it was, of course, a combination of the above factors—
although the Singing Correspondent attributes it more to the timing of the event than anything 
else. It was the Christmas season, after all, when people are inclined to celebrate musically; and 
jingle bell time, as we know, is a swell time to go to an historic church in a Brooklyn 
neighborhood to hear some Bach. Deep winter, by contrast, such as the present weekend or the 
next, when we have customarily held our winter concerts, has yielded some spectacularly small 
houses.  

Bach:  Grace Chorale has performed several of the motets, the Magnificat and the 
occasional cantata in recent seasons, but none has had the appeal of the Christmas Oratorio for 
the Singing Correspondent, who became especially keen on the piece as the semester wore on. 

So much so, in fact, that he paid continued visits to 
You Tube to sample the several versions and to 
practice fitting that gnarly text to those sixteenth-
note runs. (Who was that lyricist, anyway? He goes 
uncredited and unmourned.) 

Being something of an Early Music enthusiast, the 
Correspondent was fascinated by the rendition 
offered by Nikolaus Harnoncourt, known for his 
“historically informed” performances, and the grim 
and dour Lutherans, all done up in clerical garb with 
nary a smile to be seen. If you enjoy krumhorns 
handling the work of flutes, this is the Weinachts-
Oratorium for thee.i  

The Correspondent, on the other hand, responded 
more to the up-tempo Norwegian Soloists’ Choir led 
by the animated Peter Dijkstra. All blonde and 
Nordic and happy, they seemed to relish the telling 
of that long-ago event in“Bait-leh-haim.”ii 
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We got to explore an entirely new venue this semester with our performance at St. Paul’s 
Episcopal Church in Carroll Gardens. As it happens, St. Paul’s was designed by Richard Upjohn, 
whose Gothic Revival projects dot Clinton Street in Brooklyn and include our own Grace Church 
(not to mention Trinity Church at the head of Wall Street). Built as a parochial church on a much 
more modest scale, St. Paul’s bears a couple of striking similarities to Grace, including the starry 
blue canopy of the side altar at St. Paul’s (you can just make it out in the pic below), which 
mimic the ceiling pattern revealed in the recent restoration of Grace. As acoustically alive as 
Grace is dull-sounding, the place is just compact enough, with 250 or so in the pews, to seem 
full. And with the professional soloists and orchestral accompaniment that Friday night (orders 
of magnitude improved over Wednesday night’s dress rehearsal), the audience seemed with us 
from the get-go, never more so than during the pianissimo and a cappella “Ich steh an deiner…” 
in Part VI—which was, for a brief lump-in-the-throat moment, heart-stopping. But then the 
Singing Correspondent is an avowed sentimentalist. 

 
																																																												Dress	rehearsal	at	St.	Paul's	

It was nice to have another crack at the piece after the Christmas break, don’t you think, 
before we put it entirely behind us? Especially in the cozy confines of the Lutheran (Bach-ly 
appropriate) Church of the Good Shepherd in Bay Ridge, where the acoustics are terrific and the 
walls and windows practically ooze charm. Although very different from the orchestral version 
we performed before Christmas, the organ seemed just right for the space, and Jason and the 
soloists from the chorus did themselves proud. The handful of people in the audience got a good 
show that Sunday afternoon. 

And by that time, we had pretty much mastered the happy experiment of singing in mixed 
sections, this concert being the first one that the Correspondent can recall having done so at 
GCB. On Friday night at St. Paul’s, he had found himself singing amidst a coven of altos, which, 
while enjoyable, was probably not the precise mix Jason was looking for. The Correspondent 
stationed himself a bit more strategically for the Sunday performance at St. Ann’s, and actually 
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found himself within earshot of sopranos, an alto or two, and one of those rare tenor voices. The 
Correspondent very much enjoys this. Do others feel the same, he wonders? 

Chorale	soloists	in	rehearsal	at	Lutheran	Church	of	the	Good	Shepherd	 

And so we now leave the comforting familiarity of Bach and the Baroque and do a one-
eighty into what, for Grace Chorale of Brooklyn, never known as a haven for hipsters, can only be 
regarded as terra incognita: jazz. The first couple of rehearsals of the Ellington have been intriguing. 
When, after careful coaxing, we finally landed a couple of those blues chords, eyes and ears began 
to open, and the very unlikely idea of a, cough cough, ahem, mature, white chorale taking on the 
Duke didn’t seem quite so farfetched. Can GCB swing? Time will tell. 

The Singing Correspondent welcomes questions, compliments, and thoughtful responses; 
please address same to singingcorrespondent@gracechorale.org. Please address criticism, 
complaints or disgruntlement to Eliza Hicks somewhere else. 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Gracefully, 

        The Singing Correspondent 

i https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SQwicA3r0iA. 
ii https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HK0hWw0dA-k.	

																																																													


