[image: image1.jpg]Jomos Mochillon
SUN-DOGS





‘Sun-Dogs’ premiere haunting and effective
Music review: Contemporary Vocal Ensemble

by Peter Jacobi
Herald-Times Reviewer
August 8, 2006 

As the world premiere of James MacMillan's a cappella offering "Sun-Dogs" began to unfold in Auer Hall Sunday afternoon, a personal decision was quickly made. Ingesting and savoring the bounty of an intricate yet subtle musical feast would have to be enough for this listener to undertake. To also digest the meanings embedded in the text was more than could be handled in a single hearing. 

The music itself was a revelation: a mesmeric blending of traditional and contemporary elements. Its composer had come from his home in Scotland to share deserved accolades from a venue-filling audience with the performers, IU's Contemporary Vocal Ensemble and its gifted conductor, Carmen Helena Tellez. 

It is they who brought indelible life to the music, surely not an easy assignment. More than 70 singers were on stage, meaning probably just about everyone available from summer session vocal studies. Simply to shape such a large group into an ensemble was a feat. To successfully tackle "Sun-Dogs" was close to miraculous, but the amazing Tellez has made a habit of accomplishing impossibilities, never shying away from formidable challenges. 

This one was formidable to say the least: a choral array of chanting and whispering, of shouting and speaking, of whistling and controlling disparate lines so that they wondrously merged. The whole settled upon the ears like magic, and at all times effectively rather than with any sort of affected manner, for which both composer and interpreters should be credited. 

The co-creator of "Sun-Dogs" was British poet Michael Symmons Roberts, like MacMillan a practicing Catholic who, in this pregnant-with-meanings work, addresses theological and mythical symbolisms. Dogs, beggars, sun and stars turn into metaphors. Forces of faith and nature become engaged in allegorical struggles involving good and evil. Along the way, the Dominican Order (self referred to as "dogs of the Lord") is honored on the 800th anniversary of its founding. 

Dense content all this, but the music came to haunt this listener, enough to tempt him to hear "Sun-Dogs" again, for the music and, next time, for contemplation, for digestion of text. 

The premiere piece was powerfully, convincingly sung, as were other MacMillan items on the program: "The Gallant Weaver," a peacefully radiant expression of Robert Burns' poetry; two reverential evocations based on sacred themes; and a seductive "Mairi," written for 16 voices, materializing in Auer's atmosphere like an aural apparition. 

In memory of Gyorgy Ligeti, the compositional giant who passed away this summer, Tellez and the ensemble added his ethereal "Lux aeterna," which it sang in most ethereal fashion.
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