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These Distracted Times

Fretwork; Alamire; Choir of Sidney Sussex
College, Cambridge / David Skinner
Obsidian

Every year throws up some treasurable surprises
and this is certanly one of those. A new label,
Obsidian, chooses to launch with a collection of
vocal music by Thomas Tomkins who, while
renowned in his day, is now rather less fashionable
than his mentor William Byrd (still less Tallis).
This disc should, if there’s justice in the world, do
much for Tomkins’s reputation. The performances
fairly glow, and so does one’s spirit after traversing
this glorious programme.

No surprise at the deeply felt playing of Fretwork,
but the Choir of Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge,
is new to me. They sing with as much sensitvity and

‘“The performances
oglow, and so does
one’s spirit after
hearing them’
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soul as many more famous rivals. The vocal ensemble
Alamire are marvellously balanced and they boast one
heck of a bass (granite-firm in the lowest reaches,
noble of utterance) in Robert Macdonald.

That Tomkins could compose such sublime
music living at the same time that Oliver Cromwell
cracked down on choral music is astonishing.
Ironically, in a twist that the composer would surely
have enjoyed, this remarkable album was recorded
in the very chapel which houses Cromwell’s head.

This disc has already been much played.
Obsidian have got off to the best possible start.
P-REVIEWED ON PAGE 87
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on his disc of the church

music of Thomas Tomkins

How important was Tomkins?

He died just inside the Commonwealth, and
there wasn’t any English church music being
made during it, so he was really the last of a
long line, a tradition that was very much
severed with the Commonwealth. Afterwards

it’s a completely new kind of music —it’s What traces of the "distracted times” of
Baroque, it's Henry Purcell - so he’s the last the disc's title do you find in this music?
of the great Jacobean composers. When you listen to Byrd or Gibbons, just

slightly of the previous generation, there’s
There is a debate about whether viols a more positive outlook in the music; its
were used in an ecclesiastical setting. springier, it’s more joyful. In Tomkins it’s
We know that they were used in chamber very hard to find much joy; it’s all rather
settings. What it comes down to is when you staid and contemplative.

hand a piece like Tomkins’s Fubilate to an
organist, it just doesn’t lie on the fingers very And of course, there’s the link to Sidney

well. There’s very little evidence that viols Sussex College.

actually joined the choirs, but we do know We have Oliver Cromwell’s head in our chapel,
that choirboys and men kept viols in their and the pastel drawing of Cromwell — used on
chambers, so it doesn’t take much imagination  the disc’s cover — in our Senior Common

to see them taking them into their chapels to Room. It used to be in our hall, and if we had a
play. There are other references: an early visit from the Royal Family there was a curtain
15th-century statute book for Stoke-by-Clare,  gyer it so as not to offend the visitor, or so the
Suffolk, says instruments shall be brought in story goes; the way the Sidney fellowship played
“so that at the time of divine office no one it was so as not to offend Cromwell!

shall be idle in the choir”. But the proof is

really in the pudding — it just feels right. B The Tomkins disc is reviewed on page 87







