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Josquin des Prez     Missa Ave maris stella 
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       Gloria
       Credo
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       Agnus Dei
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Arvo Pärt     Virgencita
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Heinrich Isaac    Virgo prudentissima
(c1450-1517)
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Hymns to the Virgin

Much of the greatest sacred music that comes down 
to us from the Renaissance celebrates the Blessed 
Virgin Mary. She was (and continues to be) valued 
as an intermediary, one who sits in the presence of 
Christ in heaven and may intercede with him on our 
behalf. This ‘approachable’ quality helped inspire 
the many musical prayers and tributes to her which 
proliferated among medieval and Renaissance 
composers, and which continue to be written today. 

Four such prayers are appointed to be sung at the 
evening office in Catholic monastic communities, 
at different times of the year. The Flemish composer 
Orlande de Lassus revisited these antiphons time 
and again, in works that represent some of his most 
ambitious and splendid compositions.
 
Lassus had worked in Italy for much of his early life, 
before bringing Italian musical fashions back with 
him to the courts of Germany and the Low Countries. 
These included the ‘polychoral’ technique in which 
choirs are split into two or more smaller groups. 
Alma redemptoris mater makes clever use of it, 
deftly separating and recombining the two choirs 
to create moments of climax and repose.
 
Josquin, the 500th anniversary of whose death 
is commemorated this year, was one of the most 
admired and respected composers of his age. 
The Missa Ave maris stella was widely known and 
very influential, a synthesis of the modern style 
of imitation between voices with the older style of 
basing music on a plainchant-derived melody or 
cantus firmus. The chant which underpins this 
mass, Ave maris stella, was a well-known hymn, 
still regularly used in devotions to the Blessed Virgin 
Mary. Its distinctive opening motif, a rising perfect 
fifth, can be heard at the beginning of each 
movement of the mass. The chant hymn provides 
the basis for every section, and fragments can 
occasionally be heard in longer notes in the tenor 
part (harking back to the older tradition). The tenor 
sings the hymn tune in full during the Osanna. 
 
Peter Phillips notes the concision of Josquin’s method
in the mass, using the four phrases of the hymn 
as units to be dispersed around the voice parts. 
He considers it ‘a model exercise in cantus firmus 
treatment, suggesting that Josquin was summing 
up all he knew about it at this point in his career, 
before moving on.’ 

Mary was the most common name for Jewish 
women of the first century. It is not surprising, 
therefore, to find other Maries mentioned in the 
gospel narratives. Francisco Guerrero’s motet 
Maria Magdalene was published in 1570, with a text 
drawn from various sources. Its first line introduces
both the titular Mary and ‘the other Mary’ (the Mother
of Jesus seems to be absent). The piece narrates 
the discovery by these Maries of the empty tomb 
on Easter Sunday, and their learning of Christ’s 
victory over death. It introduces us to the composer’s
favoured sonority: two equal soprano parts atop 
a smoothly expressive polyphony.
 
Ave virgo sanctissima is today one of Guerrero’s 
best-known motets. Perhaps this is due to the easy 
and flowing way in which he embeds a canon in the 
two soprano parts, giving the motet a meditative,
eternal quality which is sustained until its final 
moments. There are other delights for the attentive 
contemporary listener, who would have recognised 
a quotation of the distinctive four-note beginning 
of the Salve regina antiphon, prompted by the 
occurrence of the word Salve. 

Sanctissima holds a contemporary mirror up 
to Guerrero’s original. Matthew Martin’s setting 
contains exactly the same number of beats as its 
model, and follows a similar structure. However, 
the composer takes the motifs of the original and 
subjects them to harmonic transformations, some 
of them quite extreme. Familiar cadences emerge 
as though out of a cloud, though almost all the
phrases have their roots in Guerrero’s original 
material, and the four-note Salve regina quotation 
is still recognisable.
 
In the mid-1920s, Igor Stravinsky returned to the 
Russian Orthodox Church, having abandoned it 
as a teenager. Bogoroditse devo was written in the 
early 1930s, one of three Sacred Choruses which 
set the central texts of the Church to music. With 
their syllabic word-setting and humble harmonic 
palette, they contrived a return to a simplicity the 
composer associated with ancient church traditions. 
In contrast to much of his other music, this Ave Maria 
is devoid of complexity, a solemn, austerely 
prayerful miniature. 
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Mary has also attracted devotions via her recorded 
apparitions to the faithful. One such appearance 
occurred in Mexico in the 16th century, causing 
a shrine to be established to Our Lady of Guadalupe.
She is the subject of Arvo Pärt’s Virgencita, 
written by the contemporary Estonian composer 
as a ‘present’ to the people of Mexico in advance 
of a visit there. ‘The happy anticipation of being 
in Mexico very soon and the name Guadalupe 
left me no peace’, he wrote. Pärt treats his subject 
with the utmost reverence, establishing a chordal 
sonority of gentle dissonance, building towards 
an impassioned climax before subsiding. 

In his day, Heinrich Isaac held a pre-eminence 
second only to Josquin. By 1507, he was in the 
employ of Maximilian, who was presently to be 
crowned Holy Roman Emperor. The motet Virgo 
prudentissima was designed to demonstrate the 
soon-to-be Emperor’s piety and cast Mary as his 
heavenly supporter and advocate. The text, 
describing her as the ‘most wise Virgin’ combined 
with language from the Song of Songs, is matched 
by music of considerable ‘wisdom’. It employs 
multiple internal canons in which three voices 
sing the same music at different times, and includes 
a number of musical puns to delight the learned 
listener. Isaac dials up the awe by interspersing 
complicated decorative passages with monumental, 
slow-moving chant. There is even a self-referential
moment as the musicians mention their own 
participation in this heavenly endorsement. Finally, 
the words ut sol (‘as the sun’) provide an opportunity 
that Isaac could not resist: a musical pun in which 
the syllables can be set to their corresponding 
scale degrees.
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Peter Phillips has dedicated his career to the 
research and performance of Renaissance 
polyphony, and to the perfecting of choral sound. 
He founded The Tallis Scholars in 1973, with whom 
he has now appeared in over 2,300 concerts and 
made over 60 discs, worldwide. As a result of this 
commitment Peter Phillips and The Tallis Scholars 
have done more than any other group to establish 
the sacred vocal music of the Renaissance as one 
of the great repertoires of Western classical music.

Peter Phillips also conducts other specialist 
ensembles. He is currently working with the 
BBC Singers, the Netherlands Chamber Choir, 
the Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir, Intrada 
(Moscow) and El Leon de Oro (Spain). He is Patron 
of the Chapel Choir of Merton College Oxford.

In addition to conducting, Peter Phillips is 
well-known as a writer. For 33 years he contributed 
a regular music column to The Spectator. In 1995 
he became the publisher of The Musical Times, 
the oldest continuously published music journal 
in the world. His first book, English Sacred Music 
1549-1649, was published by Gimell in 1991, 
while his second, What We Really Do, appeared 
in 2013. During 2018, BBC Radio 3 broadcast 
his view of Renaissance polyphony, in a series 
of six hour-long programmes, entitled 
The Glory of Polyphony.

In 2005 Peter Phillips was made a Chevalier de 
l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres by the French Minister 
of Culture. In 2008 he helped to found the chapel 
choir of Merton College Oxford, where he is a Bodley 
Fellow; and in 2021 he was elected an Honorary 
Fellow of St John’s College, Oxford.
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The Tallis Scholars were founded in 1973 by their 
director, Peter Phillips. Through their recordings 
and concert performances, they have established 
themselves as the leading exponents of Renaissance 
sacred music throughout the world. Peter Phillips 
has worked with the ensemble to create, through 
good tuning and blend, the purity and clarity of sound 
which he feels best serves the Renaissance repertoire,
allowing every detail of the musical lines to be heard. 
It is the resulting beauty of sound for which The Tallis 
Scholars have become so widely renowned.

The Tallis Scholars perform in both sacred and secular
venues, giving around 80 concerts each year. In 2013 
the group celebrated their 40th anniversary with 
a world tour, performing 99 events in 80 venues 
in 16 countries. They now look ahead to their 
50th anniversary in 2023. In 2020, Gimell Records 
celebrated 40 years of recording the group by 
releasing a remastered version of the 1980 recording 
of Allergri’s Miserere. As of the beginning of the 
cancellations caused by the COVID-19 crisis, The Tallis
Scholars had made 2,327 appearances, worldwide.

2021/22 season highlights include performances 
in Amsterdam, Vienna, Dortmund, Bremen, two 
tours of Italy, a number of appearances in London 
as well as their usual touring schedule around the 
USA, Europe and the UK. As part of Josquin des 
Prez’ postponed 500th anniversary celebrations, 
The Tallis Scholars will sing all eighteen of the 
composer’s masses over the course of four days 
at the Boulez Saal in Berlin in July 2022.

Recordings by The Tallis Scholars have attracted 
many awards throughout the world. In 1987 their 
recording of Josquin’s Missa La sol fa re mi and Missa
Pange lingua received Gramophone magazine’s 
Record of the Year award, the first recording of early 
music ever to win this coveted award. In 1989 the 
French magazine Diapason gave two of its Diapason 
d’Or de l’Année awards for the recordings of a mass 
and motets by Lassus and for Josquin’s two masses 
based on the chanson L’Homme armé. Their recording 
of Palestrina’s Missa Assumpta est Maria and Missa 
Sicut lilium was awarded Gramophone’s Early Music 
Award in 1991; they received the 1994 Early Music 
Award for their recording of music by Cipriano de 
Rore; and the same distinction again in 2005 for their 
disc of music by John Browne. The Tallis Scholars 
were nominated for a Grammy Award in 2001, 2009 
and 2010. In November 2012, their recording of 
Josquin’s Missa De beata virgine and Missa Ave 
maris stella received a Diapason d’Or de l’Année 
and in the group’s 40th anniversary year they were 
welcomed into the Gramophone Hall of Fame by 
public vote. In a departure for the group in Spring 
2015, The Tallis Scholars released a disc of music 
by Arvo Pärt called Tintinnabuli which received great 
praise across the board. The latest recording of 
Josquin masses including Missa Hercules Dux 
Ferrarie was released in November 2020 and was 
winner of the BBC Music Magazine’s much coveted 
Recording of the Year Award in 2021. This disc was 
the last of nine albums in The Tallis Scholars’ project 
to record and release all Josquin’s masses before the 
500th anniversary of the composer’s death in 2021.
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