On 1ts ear

Belinda Bruce listens to choral innovators musica intima

In THE cRomAL sreia, challanging the noems can bo s simple os taling a step forward or ralsing an arm during a song,
S, by Enerenpingly chocsing vo [ncorporate movement, drama and narrative inte it performanees, “intima” (as thie cholr
ie lenowrs in 2inging eircles) sewms bant on broalking a few boundaries. Exploring uncharted territory—dead languages,
angons?—while nameng thi wocal ecommunlcy on ivs ear havne been hallmarks of the chamber ensemble, which consists of a
dezan einpers and no cenductor,

During a recens seluearsal n che cozy annex of the RBedewmer Lutheran Chuech, in Vancouver's Shaughnessy, 1 wasched
the greup's collaborative muslc making Seated in a semd-circle, the ensemble hashed through the mimitise of various love
sange for ke spring series, For more than two houwrs, soprano Siri Olesen called attention to subtle shifts in cadence and
tone, Almost measure by meagune. Her colleagues interjoctad suggestions or jokes, fallowed by discussion or laghter, and
then shep'd pick ik ap again, worlking throwgh Bleas via mye conrtact, foor tapping and nods of the head, Eventaally Olesen
raiged her band and ended the rebearsx] with a cansal, *Qlay, Leals ke we'ro out of e

it's a pegreszable ireny that in moet chalrs, the singers don't kave 8 vodee, A chelr's success I8 wrually cradited more 10
the wiglon of the canducear and less 1o (13 human complement of akill, persorallsy and expresalon, A peedicoable dullness
canaet 9. muales kuima, en che cehes hand, has managed co keep thinga fresh for 16 pears by being & quintessentiad artist
Tsr, consrrnis-based coopernties,

The group's diatinet form of self-direction is ales vislble in & 2006 performancs video of James MacMilllan's “Cheistus
Vinel®™ (avallable an YouTube). Infially, che shots highlighe Individuale, but &e the plece ballds and the veloes interweave,
the camera revenals ehae cha chotr i3 standing in a circle, You can smich the shifiéng leadership and ereathen teamwar: mypes
cast from one ro anather around the loop, & nod here, an emphatic Alek of the score there, Singing full sl the grovp sownds
twlce li5 gle,

Since It 1oz founding by friends over a foew glasses of wine, only one original member of the group remains: alto
Mardanne de Xleer, But musica Intima hasn't stopped “pushing the vooal emeiape,” according to Simon Fraser Univeesity
music professor David MclnmyTe, i sets teclf apart through onexpecred song choloes, unlque armangements (ofven by
members) and vnusaal staging during concerts. “1¥ thay congimue, they will be spoken afin the same breath as the world's
leading cheirs,” Mclniyre said.

The chodr’s recordings renge from frvacaion, focusing en 2oth-cenury sacred music, to the best-selling Christmas disc
nativird {rolessed by CBC Bocords) and the recent Tormis: Forgorten Peoples, which offers ancilent folk songs [n Estondan
and Vepsic (a dead langaage’), interpreted and reimagned by an Estonian compeser. The group also champions the work
af progressive contempomary Canadian composers; this spring it will premibsre On Monsenr's Departure, commissioned
from Vancouver's Jeffrey Rymn. The ensemble mices to the road too; this year it's off o Corle, Ireland, and the World Choral
Symposium in Copenhagen, Denmarzk,

Asif milor-made for the group, the sympeshan's theme is “usiog spece creatively™ musics intima will have the oppar-
Tunity 1o shewoase its mlent for creative movement, staging and subtle dmma, For example, one plece in it nepertoine, “Youd
Have Ravished My Heart™ (with tex taken from the Bible’s “Soang of Selomon™), compares a worsan to a walled garden. Four
members will posidon themselves in the middie of the stage, encircled by the remadning eight, until the moment the music
opens up. when the eotice ensentble will tumn tcowards the audience.

Closer to home, mesics intima has collaborated with the likes of Vancouver Symphony Orchestra, planist/composer Utd
Cakne, writtrjbroadcaster Bill Richandson, the Coasal Sound Musle Academy, and cellist Steven Isserlis. [valso lends out
an ever-growing Hbrany of Its slgnature musical arrangements (Hsted on ie8 website wnwemssicalntbma.oog). pepular with
concertpoers and choml directors alile. As Melntyre notes: *You can’ do something for as long and as well &8 they've dene iy
without & lot of love In the room.” Small but dyneanic, the group indluences BC'%S already vibramt choral scene.

Tum the page for excerpis from my conversation with Gve members [ollowing the recent reliearsal,
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On Pushing That Envelope

MDE: The turming point for us was when wie dld asheve of all the masic

of [2oth-oemtury French composer] Francls Poulene. Inwae a Beeni-staged
produciion and the first dme we incorporated movemens, drams and 4 6a
tive imta our perfarmance. It had Eghting, costumes and props. Once we bl
proved ta curschoes that we could do thar, we knews we would nover apprc

acancert the same WA AT

CH: We've dome the music of Canadian composoer B Murray Schafer, and
scores are often not fust notes on the page but alse plerares thar you have
=g He's an arcst aswell as a composer.

MM: Some of the sounds he wants can't be notated, 5o he [ncegrates stan

notation with more graphic ¢lemenrs.

CM: His penmanship bs begurifuli a mix of calligrapby and &re Yo can ha

aspecs of the plorure that incorporanes o pen siwolke that's very thick and

Ly, ey i yed gingg thar? You'd start o

et salTer, and then the pdech wosiid B e A the and

MDE: Ir makes i diTeront every Hme, tos,
sounds ang cadlod gemended vocal techniquee.

On Wine, the CBC and Song

MDE: [Original membeora] Micheel Mumay and Tina Young declded [z v
I Oo0] DO BEEET SO0

ling ke this. it vas originalby eight singers, and we

Berious, Twa years later we decded we wanted to enter tho CBC campenit

Tl

Wabinir chotrs. The minimum requirement for the chamber clicir cate
WaS L2 SErgers, 8o we invited four friends to join. We ended wpw
coaple of prizes, so that was a little bit of money to print posters, buy mus
put 8 eeasen together and sare the ball rolling. We owe our beginrdnps ro

CBC for sEre.

On “Owning It"”

MM: One of che chings thsr makes the group special is the self-directior
aspect, There's an olement of communal ovmership of the music thar we'

singing. Ineecably, because we're all accomplished musicians and we're oo
matred (0 @ profesalonil carser, Esheroane Bag opinfons, bat chere's abrays

SRnSE O the group 88 A whole being e most Inpartant thing,

B0z Juse to elpzorate on that & little bie: rmusic = alweys the moss [mpon
thing and we all hove & very doep respect for each ather. Thats whar muako
this work.

MDE: You don’t ger emmorionally areached o dociasons; there s co cight

or wrong way o interpeer & plece. We just hae ro find cur commeon
interpretation.

50: And interprotations evelve cver clime, oo, which i snather Ly it L

ab=yust this group.. a plece changes as we change and becomes eomerkisng

that =e really cam



On Arranging for Twelve

O3 chink the varlery and tadems of the people we have ghhe o wider vical
rarge and 2 wider palete of colowrs and wesmases than your average vocal
group. The mumber of people [la our] onty Uebvation; you can't get a huge
wash of sourid for a long time because there aren't enough people v sustain it

MINL: We do have a plece In thin season's reperoles by Vanesunner composer
Jordan NMobles ['C-udnlll"] and it's for tweben voloes.

MIDE: That was written especially for us. When we're worklng with eur sam
arFangesents, the arrangers kmow exactly how they hear [y in thefe heads,
80 thiry are able 1o effectively commumnicate that and get the mast suthentic
ineerpretation,

MM: There’s &lsa the oppartunity of collaboration berween the arFanger and
the ensembie, whereas £ an arranger i3 just writing for a publisher, they're
writng for a hypothetical chioie,

JO: It's not uncommon for us to get & few editions throughour che rehearsal
period. Wi get 1o & certabn point, sehearsal six, and say, “No mare changes.”
Somecimes you've got 1o put your foot down

MDEH: Ore arcanger made changes wo the lass few bars and aped it towo our
scores the night of the concend

On Cues, Choreography
and the Scramble Position

M VWhen you're in & group of mrained singers that are used 1o singing with
each other, it's amazing how litte we need cwes. And the loader for the plece
ism't necessarily the one giving all the cues.

JO: The challengs te wihen we don't have music=—{t% memorized—how do we
shaorw thet? We use the back of the head or very small gestures,

CM: We try not to use any hand gestures chac look Hioe condhsoting. Nobady
ever does a cutoff. It sametimes depends on your positdon on the srage. We
have the "the-fighter position™ and the “scramble position,” for exampile. Dfven
these are ely two people in front and everyone else behind, Obwicualy, the
ones in frant can't laok back, so they ghwe head cues. Most of thar [s decided

i pelvearsal. Wee all koow what's polog to happen and we're all fealing that
rhythan inside ourselves.

MM We're getting Ento more cherecgraphy and memorizing mere material,
more non-standard ways of smanding or moving within pieces and betwesn
pleces. Movemert and different stnding posldlons aee ways of explacing
and emphasizing different aspects of the music, and we've been geming grea
audience response.

Jo: We hope that any movement thar we add helghrens the experience. Wi're
widual creatures; all you have to do s step once and people suddenly start o
pay more attentlon.

€M There are a lot of people that perfoem tha sasmi sy, 86 when people ses
== they say, “That was Slf¥ferent than anything v ever sees befare™ That's
what vt vant, not only an excellen: mesical performanes bist alss to give
them gamething that helps them expand thelr bosndasios § bit,

On Personal-Development
Boot Camp

C A Lot of groups thar have been araund for a long tme hme internal
conflicts that Gon't get resalved. That wouldn't work for this group. If pou've
§0% a personal isswe with somseone in the group, yau“e got to get through i,

I think it's a very healthy and masare thing v do. [ have sung with this group
sirce 1was 18 years old, I've deflnlzely had an extresely strong musical educa-
tian through the group as woll 25 & persanal-develspment beat camp, And it
caitinues to be sa, We're consinually challenged not only musically but also as
hiamans,

On Cultural Syntheses

CM: There's 2 spirinzaliny in vhe air that takes [a the values of First NMatdons
culrure and a lot of the undertying values of many cultures—respect, clase-
iess o the land and things chat we can learm firam oature. People are respond-
iy v envusic that uses splrimoatiny 85 & jumpiag-off paint. i doesn't have 1o be
8 clash of cultures. There s some kind of symehesis poing on.

MDHE: There have been sonse arrangements ¢f First Nations traditional songs
that we've done. People toally respond 1o them; they love i

CM: It's a little different because It's all very propristorial. You have to ger
permiasion before you can record o song. It's a bit mare complicated than just
pleding up the music ot the store,

MM There's something here nbeur Canadinn eulture: What can Canadn
:mdhumtnﬂmhrgu-mﬁ?l‘muﬂdngubmn}mnﬂhﬂ]dm“hrﬂgﬂ.
inciugivity, respect for other cultares, exploring other culrures. Those things
e central to Cansdian culture and I'm hapgey o be exploring them and seelng
P far this enseenble can go in bringing thar to athors.

MDK: [Our style is] connected, open, emotional, The musie that we do best
hiis deéep emotional content and I feel that when the magic happens that we'ro
all conmected emationally as well as musizally, With cur voices wo're spinning
world filigree in the centre of our arc, And we're all collectively handing this off
1o the ssdience,

On 12 Disciples

and musica maxima

MDE: When we have pudizions, no enly do we have the person sing for us,
but we fiee] them oot to see U they're open vo working in a team environment
and ready to step up to the place and offer to lead, Every one of us needs to
lead in chis group.

BMM: Theldea of lsadership is constantly being challenged in the group be-
cause it's o different model —ratating, shared, leadership with an open palm,
I & bot of ways, and |0 different contexts besides 2 musical ensembie, i seems
likoe the wanre of thie futuse,

CME: Tt's clumsy and time-conmeming at times.
MDH: _but respectiisl, full of leve,

IOz We've tlkod about sdding members or subs for a comain péece becauss
We Comae Roross works that we'd like to do that are 12 or 15 parts bue a really
big sing to sustain We've periodically discwseed what we've called “mnsties
meima,” adding & person per part, but we haven't yer, 8



