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Born in England in 1931,
Derek Holman was Music
Master at Westminster Abbey

School and assistant organist

- .

ASH ROSES

at St. Paul’s Cathedral before
he moved to Toronto in 1965.
He held several organist and
choirmaster positions, and
was on the music faculty at
the University of Toronto.
Although he has composed
opera, oratorio, orchestral,
chamber and keyboard music,
he’s known primarily in this
country for a solid output

of choral music. His musical
style might be dubbed English
Romantic, the continuation
of the Holst,Vaughan Williams
and Britten lines—influenced
by folksong and the great
English choral tradition, based
in tonality but with a modern
harmonic and rhythmic
sense, and very attentive to
text. His style differs from the
more avant-garde workings
of Canadians John Weinzweig
or Harry Somers. This release
on the Canadian Music Cen-
tre’s label features a variety

of Holman songs composed
between 1994 and 2011.The
initial release of the excellent
Canadian Art Song Project,
founded by tenor Lawrence
Wiliford and pianist Steven
Philcox, this is the first recital
recording devoted entirely to
songs by Holman.

Ash Roses, a six-song
cycle, was composed in 1994
for Canadian soprano Karina
Gauvin to poems dealing
with love, confusion and
joy by the young Canadian
poet, Tricia Postle. Mireille
Asselin, a graduate of the
Canadian Opera Company’s
Ensemble Studio, does the
honors here, with Ensemble
Studio Music Director Liz
Upchurch at the piano. Asse-
lin, a recognized champion
of new music, sings with
confidence, security and
high expression. Although

tonal, this music is not easy

to perform, with unusual
and often unexpected
directions to the melodic
line. Like many organists,
Holman has a wonderfully
imaginative harmonic sense,
saving resolutions to the
very end, as the ultimate
goal. “Arabesque” from Ash
Roses is especially moving
and eftective, illustrating the
lyrical skills of the composer.

Wiliford and Upchurch
premiered the eight-song
cycle, The Four Seasons, in
2009. It’s dedicated as a
memorial to the late COC
General Director Richard
Bradshaw, who was a close
friend of Holman. Wiliford
shows here why he is one
of this country’s finest song
interpreters. His lyrical
phrasing, diction, articulation,
range of vocal colors, subtle
vibrato and high emotion are
wonderful. Pianist Upchurch
handles the often-difficult
piano parts with ease, always
supportive, never intru-
sive. ““Fair Daffodils” and
“August” from this cycle are
especially lovely.

Written in 2007, “Now
Sleeps the Crimson Petal” is
a lovely duet to a poem by
Tennyson, with Asselin and
Wiliford here completely in
sync, vocally, technically and
expressively. “Three Songs
for High Voice and Harp™
from 2011 changes the
sonorities slightly, from piano
to harp, and forms a nice
closer to the recording.

Recorded sound is spa-
cious, but clear and very
suitable to the material. CD
jacket notes by Wiliford
and Philcox are excellent,
including musings by the
composer as well as com-
plete texts with French

translations. No song timings

are listed—a minor oversight
maybe, but one that could
matter to broadcasters and
webcasters. A lovely discov-
ery, recommended highly.
—Rick Phillips
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