FLINT FESTIVAL CHORUS CONCERT, 2/26/10
REVIEW BY LAURENCE E. MacDONALD

Within the Flint area there are several talented choral ensembles, but none has the collective experience and sheer vocal ability as that of the Flint Festival Chorus. Originally formed to provide choral parts in works performed by the Flint Symphony Orchestra, the Flint Festival Chorus (FFC) has in recent years begun to blossom as a vocal ensemble apart from the FSO. Under the astute guidance of director Bradley 

Bloom, the FFC performed an eclectic program at First Presbyterian Church in downtown Flint on Friday night that provided ninety minutes of beautifully performed choral works for a large and extremely appreciative audience.

With the expert organ playing by Jeffrey Walker as accompaniment, the FFC began the program with the rousing “O Clap Your Hands” by English composer John Rutter. This delightful short work led to several others whose texts were for the most part from the Old Testament book of Psalms. Antonio Lotti’s setting of verses from Psalm 120 provided the most traditional music of the program. Its noble harmonies resounded warmly through the large church.

Among the other pieces, a real standout was Benjamin Britten’s cantata “Rejoice in the Lamb,” with a text by Christopher Smart. Each of its eight short sections was expertly sung, with three of its middle sections each featuring soloists of the FFC’s members, including sopranos Judith Conyers and Nancy Anne Dahle and tenor Robert Fraille. Bass Edward Pember also excelled in a section that combined his solo voice with a choral background.

Another highlight of the concert was David Willcocks’s arrangement of “Sing!,” in which the choir sang joyous choral harmony that utilized Widor’s “Toccata” from the Organ Symphony No. 5 as instrumental accompaniment. Walker’s rambunctious approach to Widor’s organ music made the evening a lot brighter from a musical standpoint, with endless streams of right-hand arpeggios built atop rumbling pedal tones that were provided by the keyboardist’s feet. The result was quite thrilling to behold, especially the final chords, with thunderous organ sounds that shook the church’s walls.

Another standout in the program was Lukas Foss’s “Behold! I Built a House,” which contained some of the evening’s most unusual harmonies. Despite Foss’s frequent use of dissonant tones, the resultant music was continually interesting and well performed by both choir and accompanist.

Even the encore piece, Rutter’s “The Lord Bless You and Keep You,” was expertly sung, with a series of flowing musical lines that brought the evening to a soothing conclusion. All in all, this was a most enjoyable performance under conductor Bradley Bloom’s insightful direction. Indeed, this was a performance that made the slippery drive to the church well worthwhile.
