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Cantata Singers add Latin flair to seasonal show

Richard Todd, The Ottawa Citizen

The Cantata Singers' Christmas concert yesterday afternoon took place in St. Timothy's Presbyterian Church, a venue unfamiliar to this listener after more than 20 seasons of covering music in Ottawa.

Even though it is situated deep in the wilds of Alta Vista, about 300 people found the church and more or less filled it.

The program was called Feliz Navidad and consisted mostly of Spanish Christmas music.

The acoustics were nothing special, however, and the frequent skateboard-like sound of ice sliding down the steep-pitched roof was a bit of a distraction.

The first quarter or so of the program was given to four motets of the Spanish Renaissance.  Michael Zaugg led clear, accurate performances that were not as expressive as they might have been.  Toma Luis de Victoria's O magnum mysterium in particular lacked the sense of wonder that the piece usually evokes.

After a brief interlude given by a Latin American ensemble called Tito Medina and Amigos, the stage was given to the Ottawa Regional Youth Choir and its long-time conductor, Barbara Clark.

They began with Paul Halley's Laudate Dominum and, under the direction of assistant conductor Jane Wood, Pablo Casals' Nigra sum and a setting of Psalm 150 by Ernani Aguiar.  All three were nicely done, though a relative scarcity of male voices created some balance problems.

The first half of the program ended with both choirs singing Duerme negrito by Atahualpa Yupanqui. An all-around pleasing performance was highlighted by the lovely solo singing of Cantata soprano Anne-Marie Lozier.

After intermission, things came into better focus.  Medina and company opened with a catchy arrangement of El Condor Passa, then accompanied the Cantata Singers in a set of carols and lullabies arranged by Conrad Susa.  The singing was spirited and musical except for a brief moment in El noi de la mare when the tuning came unglued.

Perhaps the most successful segment of the afternoon came when the young singers joined the old in Navidad nuestra by Ariel Ramirez.  It is a set of six choral tableaux depicting various moments of the Nativity story.

Everything seemed to come together.  The singing was solid and spirited and the progression of the piece itself was especially satisfying.

The concert ended with Jose Felicano's Feliz Navidad in a catchy arrangement by conductor Zaugg.

