EXPLORATIONS

The Boston Camerata

Turns 70

Celebrating early music

b)' NELL PORTER BROWN

HEN ASKED about the
chdurmg appeal of The
Boston Camerata and its
repertoire of early music,

artistic director Ann Azéma launches right
in. There’s the underlying history and schol-
arship, and the fact that the ensemble’s con

certs are still a relatively rare aesthetic ex

perience among more mainstream musical
events. “Wagner’s music is one thing,” she
says. “It has a 150-piece orchestra with one
singer..and there’s a beauty to that. But all
these early styles are very chamber-sized.
Even in a big church, there’s something very
powerful to have a singer, an instrumental
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ist, or small group of instrumentalists just
share music on a very human scale.”

The group—celebrating its seventieth an
niversary this season—performs European
music of the medieval, Renaissance, and Ba
roque eras, along with early American mu
sic, like spirituals and Shaker hymns. Along
side its Greater Boston concerts, and more
than 45 recordings, the ensemble regularly
tours nationally and abroad. This December,
look on the website for New England per
formances of “A Medieval Christmas” and
“A German Christmas,” along with its spe
cial program “Les Miracles de Notre Dame,”
commissioned to support the restoration of

Performing “Free America! Early Songs of
Resistance and Rebellion,” 2019 (top) and
“Les Miracles de Notre Dame,” 2022

that cathedral following the 2019 fire.

Save for the addition of more Ameri
can music, the ensemble’s mission has not
changed dramatically since 1954. Its founder,
Narcissa Williamson, then Museum of Fine
Arts curator of early instruments, simply
wanted the public to hear those kinds of
instruments played. And that’s still the case.
I'he Notre Dame piece, Az¢éma says, features
a vielle (related to the modern violin), and
this fall's opening concert at the Museum of
Fine Arts highlighted such Renaissance in
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struments as lutes, harps, flutes, early brass,
and the viola de gamba. “Appreciation for
the music comes and goes. After 70 years,
some people still find it exotic,” says Joel
Cohen, A M. 65, director of the group from

1068 to 2008,
when Azéma, a
medievalist and
soprano (and
his wife) took
over. In 1963, when he first performed with
the Camerata, he recalls “a few dozen people
in the hall”; that audience grew to hundreds,
and then thousands.

Cohen studied composition under com-

An intimate concert
of “A German
Christmas: In Dulci
Jubilo” and of the
joyous “Carols at
Midnight: French
Christmas Music,
1500-1700"

poser and Rosen
professor of music
Randall Thompson,
A.B. 1920 (see harvardmag.com/randall-
thompson-01); he and Azéma have often
met with scholars and delved into archival
collections, including those at Harvard, to
find and/or re-frame compositions. They
have also often collaborated with Harvard
ensembles in performances and recordings.
Cohen’s love of American vernacular music
expanded when Thompson introduced him
to nineteenth-century “shape-note” hym

CURIOSITIES
Dancers Respond to
“This Crazy Time”

There’s no safe harbor from the raging elements in Faye
Driscoll's Weathering. What appears to physically anchor the new
performance piece in fact offers no stability. Instead, the central
platform rotates at varying speeds as |0 figures crawl, writhe,
and spill off its edges in a disturbing yet mesmerizing way. Is the
platform a stage! A bed! A raft! Who are these ragtag people
who claw and embrace, howl and moan, fall, sweat, and thrust—
alternately clingy and eerily disassociated? What cataclysmic
event has thrown them together on this jarring search for
warmth, this journey of survival?

All remains essentially undefined. And as the work unfolds,
that matters less and less. The meticulously choreographed
chaos, for which Driscoll, a graduate of NYU’s Tisch School for
the Arts, won at Obie Award for direction last year, becomes
an immersive experience for performers and audience members
alike. “A sensitizing practice,” she calls it, exploring whether “we
can slow down enough to be with the full impact of events much
larger than us that are moving through us all, through time,
throughout history...when we are kind of rushing through,
numbing through, life? If we can get closer to the embodiment
of our most fearful things, that may give us a greater capacity to
feel or to be with it in this crazy time.”

The main craziness is “the big, ongoing pain of the climate
crisis and the fact that we can make changes and we're not.” And
then there’s the “greed-driven, short-term satisfaction going on,
and that we're all kind of addicted to something, and that so much
of our clothing, and everywhere so much of what we buy, is all
made of petrochemicals. And children are walking into school
and killing other children.” How can humans metabolize the
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onslaught of news, imagery, and stimuli, thrown at them every
day—especially given its velocity? “Weathering very consciously
slows us all down,” she notes, “and that can be a squirrelly feel-
ing for people at first. A somatic, itchy fidget, a ‘What is this?’
question.” But then comes a moment when “people think they've
broken through that—and time changes." She created space for
that shift, for an intimate experience of the performers’ own
emotional and physical encounters on the mobile platform—
which is, most globally, a symbol for life.

Driscoll, the recipient of a Guggenheim Fellowship and the
Jacob’s Pillow Artist Award, among other honors, for her work
on Broadway and elsewhere, is known for pushing boundaries.
She eschews labels. Weathering, with its cast of dancers (many
rooted in theater and vocal work), could be called dance or
performance art, but neither concept quite covers it. “l think of
it,” she says, “as its own thing. It’s a live art.”

Weathering is being performed at the Institute of Contempo-
rary Art (ICA), in Boston, November [5-17.
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nals printed to facilitate communal singing,
and he eventually traveled to hear the music
live in Alabama: “It sounded like the whole
church was vibrating” He and Azéma have
also researched Shaker compositions at the
Sabbathday Lake, Maine, community. That
music, now a mainstay of the group’s rep-
ertoire, includes the 2004 dance-and-music
theater work “Borrowed Light” by Cohen
and Finnish choreographer Tero Saarinen
(slated to be performed in Europe in 2025
26). More recently, the ensemble has devel
oped programs around American spirituals,
one of which, “Trav'ling Home: American
Spirituals, 1770-1870,” will be performed at
Boston's Old West Church on April 27, 2025.
Among Boston Camerata’s best-known
sources is the thirteenth-century liturgi-
cal Play of Daniel. Written by students at the
school of Beauvais Cathedral in France, it's
based on the Biblical story of the captive
prophet in Babylon. The work was revived
in the 1950s by Noah Greenberg, founder of
New York Pro Musica, and first pcri'nrmcd
by the Camerata in 1985, under Cohen. The
newest edition and staging, by Azéma, is to
be performed in January at Trinity Church

Boston Camerata’s
staging of the
thirteenth-century
liturgical Play of
Daniel

in Boston; it cn}pha
sizes Daniel’s faith in
standing against the
king and the pl:ly's
powerful contempo-
rary message. “He did
tell Belshazzar that
he was a bad lead-
er and he was going
to fall—and he fell.
And if you are a bad
leader, you are going
to fall,” she says. The
play still resonates
because it “has everything to do with how
we think, and how we relate to power, and
how we can relate the truth to power.”

The point of a Boston Camerata concert,
she continues, is “to be able to wear your
knowledge lightly, and create another place
for all human beings to discover and enjoy
music and the narrative of the music. There
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is a constancy in the human soul that makes
it important to know and enjoy the past as
we become ourselves and look at the future.”

Music conveys the flow of history, Co
hen says. Boston Camerata concerts show
“that something old can still make you vi
brate, that something comes alive across the
centuries.”
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