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ABSTRACT 

 

Composer and conductor Randall Thompson (1899–1984) had a significant impact on choral 

music in America during the twentieth century.  While his contemporaries were striking out 

in more progressive directions, Thompson held true to his core belief that one should write 

singable music that is accessible to all types of ensembles.  Works like Alleluia, The Last 

Words of David, The Peaceable Kingdom, and Frostiana continue to be cherished by singers 

and audience members alike. 

 

Thompson had a keen interest in and admiration for early music, which influenced his 

approach to choral composition.  This essay investigates Thompson’s connection to 

Renaissance and Baroque music, beginning with his initial training at Harvard.  The study 

then explores three areas of Renaissance and Baroque composition (sixteenth-century 

imitative styles, and Baroque fugal counterpoint and polychoral textures) and demonstrates 

their influence on selected works of Thompson.  Primary source material is included from the 

Randall Thompson Papers at Houghton Library at Harvard University.  In the final section, 

the essay briefly discusses how connections between early music and Thompson might 

impact the performance of Thompson’s choral works.  
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Introduction 

Randall Thompson (1899–1984) exerted a powerful influence on the composition and 

performance of choral music during the twentieth century in America.  Thompson’s music—

particularly works such as The Peaceable Kingdom (1936), Alleluia (1940), The Last Words 

of David (1949), and Frostiana (1959)—has continued to appear in frequent performances by 

both religious and educational institutions. The popularity of his choral compositions 

established his reputation and significance both as a composer and conductor.  Because of his 

substantial accomplishments in American choral music, Thompson is often remembered as 

the “Dean of American Choral Composers.”1 

In studying Thompson’s compositions, one may notice that his choral style seems to 

be influenced by the aesthetics of past musical styles and techniques, and musicologists and 

conductors in the mid to late twentieth century have pointed to the influence of early music in 

Thompson’s works.2  Allen Sapp, one of Thompson’s students, noted that “Randall 

Thompson’s choral works are a shining reflection of the joy and creative skill with which he 

taught musical craft—of Palestrina and Lasso, of Monteverdi and Schütz, of Bach and 

Handel.”3  Thompson approached composition in what could be described as a “traditional” 

fashion, emulating the forms, styles, and techniques of earlier historical periods.4  While past 

research is a starting point for understanding this aspect of Thompson’s compositional style, 

it does not provide the necessary in-depth comparisons of his works to specific examples and 

																																																								
1 David P. DeVenney, Varied Carols: A Survey of American Choral Literature (Westport, CT: Greenwood 
Press, 1999), 153. 
2 Joseph T. Rawlins, “Randall Thompson: An American Choral Icon,” Choral Journal 45, no. 10 (2005): 19.  
3 James Haar, “Randall Thompson and Music of the Past,” in Randall Thompson: A Choral Legacy, ed. Alfred 
Mann (Boston: E.C. Schirmer Music Company, 1983), 49. 
4 H. Wiley Hitchcock, Music in the United States: A Historical Introduction (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-
Hall, 1988), 189-190. 
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concepts from previous musical periods so as to assist with forming a philosophy of 

performance practice for Thompson’s music.   

This essay provides analytical comparisons between specific Renaissance and 

Baroque pieces and selected works by Thompson in an effort to show their similarities, 

emphasizing how such a comparison might impact the performance of Thompson’s choral 

compositions. The first section begins with an introduction to Thompson’s training and initial 

exposure to early music.  Then, this study examines the most prominent Renaissance and 

Baroque influences in Thompson’s music: sixteenth-century imitative counterpoint, Baroque 

fugal procedures, and polychoral writing. In delineating these compositional techniques and 

styles, this investigation compares works by influential composers—such as those by 

Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Giovanni Gabrieli, Heinrich Schütz, Johann Sebastian Bach, 

George Frideric Handel, and their contemporaries—to selected works by Thompson. The 

concluding section then discusses what this analysis reveals regarding the performance of 

Thompson’s music, as well as provides a catalyst for further study. Throughout this essay, I 

incorporate findings from my study of the Randall Thompson Papers at Houghton Library at 

Harvard University in the spring of 2013.  The information gleaned from this investigative 

process will help further illuminate how early music shaped Thompson as a composer.  By 

providing evidence of the many influences upon Thompson’s compositions, this essay may 

be able to provide conductors with the ability to recreate a performance more characteristic 

of the styles Thompson’s works reflect. 
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Thompson’s Initial Training  

In the early twentieth century, American universities experienced a revival of 

Renaissance music in their academic and performance programs.5  Theorists and composers 

were drawn to the study of sixteenth-century counterpoint, and institutions began to employ 

early-music specialists such as Willi Apel, Edward Lowinsky, and Leo Schrade.  These 

scholars began to look at Palestrina and his contemporaries as supreme examples of vocal 

composition and started to publish editions of early music, leading choir directors to begin 

programming them.6 

Consequently, this movement toward early music led to a resurgence of a cappella7 

choral singing.8  Three important university choral conductors contributed to the rise of the a 

cappella choir: Peter Lutkin at Northwestern University, F. Melius Christiansen at St. Olaf 

College, and John Finley Williamson at Westminster Choir College.9  Some choral 

conductors, such as Williamson, also became widely known for their specialized editions of 

Renaissance pieces that fit into the performing literature of the a cappella choir.10  

Conductors came to acknowledge that unaccompanied choral singing helped singers to 

develop independence from instruments and allowed the conductors to emphasize aspects of 

choral tone and blend.11  

																																																								
5 Brian Harker, “Milton Babbitt Encounters Academia (And Vice Versa),” American Music 26, no. 3 (2008): 
339-340.  
6 Harker, 337, 339-340. 
7 Throughout this essay, I will be using the term a cappella in its modern sense of unaccompanied choral 
singing. 
8 Leonard Van Camp, “The Formation of a Cappella Choirs at Northwestern University, St. Olaf College, and 
Westminster Choir College,” Journal of Research in Music Education 13, no. 4 (Winter 1965): 227-228. 
9 Van Camp, “The Formation of a Cappella Choirs," 227-228.  
10 Tomás Luis de Victoria, O magnum mysterium, edited by John Finley Williamson (New York: G. Schirmer, 
1932).   
11 Leonard Van Camp, “The Rise of American Choral Music and the A Cappella ‘Bandwagon,’” in Music 
Educators Journal 67, no. 3 (Nov. 1980): 39. 
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Harvard University also experienced a revival of Renaissance music and a cappella 

choral singing.  Thompson’s exposure to early music began in 1916 when he entered Harvard 

and became associated with Archibald Davison, director of the all-male Harvard Glee Club 

and professor of choral composition and conducting.12  Davison played a crucial role in the 

artistic development and popularity of choral singing in the early twentieth century.13  He 

elevated the quality of the Harvard Glee Club by programming works by Palestrina, Lassus, 

Byrd, Bach, Handel, and their contemporaries (a sample program appears in Figure 1).14 

 

Figure 1. Harvard Glee Club Concert Program, June 28, 1921.15 

 

 

In 1961, nearly thirty years after Davison had retired from teaching, The Harvard Crimson 

reflected on his accomplishments in choral performance stating, “The love of the choral 

masterpieces of the 16th and 17th centuries that he instilled in the choir became the crucial 

factor in the transformation of the Glee Club.”16  Motivated by the standards and repertoire of 

																																																								
12 Caroline Cepin Benser and David Francis Urrows, Randall Thompson: A Bio-Bibliography (New York: 
Greenwood Press, 1991), 6. 
13 Van Camp, “The Rise of American Choral Music,” 37. 
14 Walter Raymond Spalding, Music at Harvard (New York: Coward-McCann, 1935), 133-4.  
15 Spalding, 135-6. 
16 William A. Weber, “Archibald T. Davison: Faith in Good Music,” The Harvard Crimson, February 17, 1961.  



	

	 5	

the Glee Club as set forth by Davison, Thompson auditioned in his freshman year for 

membership in the ensemble but was not accepted.17  Elliot Forbes recounts this experience 

and its tremendous effect on Thompson: 

When he entered Harvard in the fall of 1916, Thompson tried out for the 
Harvard Glee Club and was rejected by its conductor, “Doc” (Archibald T.) 
Davison; his [Thompson’s] conclusion: “My life has been an attempt to strike 
back!” Doc taught him counterpoint, the history of choral music (in which 
course he was allowed to participate in afternoon sings that ranged from 
plainchant and Dufay to Debussy chansons); and his teacher took time outside 
of class to criticize his early efforts in choral music.  But the greatest impact 
that Davison had on him was the man’s taste, his cultivation of the choral 
legato, and his adoration of the great choral literature.18 
 
While a student at Harvard (1916-1920), Thompson encountered many changes in the 

music program.19  Walter Spalding, the head of the Harvard music department, developed a 

curriculum that included the study of music from the sixteenth century to the present.20  

Thompson’s classes with Spalding included instruction in fugal counterpoint and how to 

write for the voice.21  Also, in 1920, Davison created the course “History and Development 

of Choral Music,” which included sixteenth-century music, specifically Palestrina.22  This 

class led Thompson and other students to create an informal choir, where they could rehearse 

the pieces they studied outside of class.23 

Thus, by the time Thompson graduated from Harvard with his undergraduate degree 

in 1920, he would have come in contact with much music from the Renaissance and Baroque.  

Davison, in particular, had a profound impact on Thompson’s initial development as a choral 

																																																								
17 Elliot Forbes, “Americana,” in Randall Thompson: A Choral Legacy, ed. Alfred Mann (Boston: E.C. 
Schirmer Music Company, 1983), 66. 
18 Forbes, “Americana,” 66. 
19 Spalding, 118, 131.  
20 Benser and Urrows, 6 
21 Carl B. Schmidt, "The Unknown Randall Thompson: 'Honkeytonk Tunesmith, Broadway Ivory-Tickler,’" 
American Music 27, no. 3 (Fall 2009): 304. 
22 Elliot Forbes, A History of Music at Harvard to 1972 (Cambridge: Harvard University, 1988), 57-58.  
23 Forbes, A History of Music at Harvard, 57-58. 
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musician and exposed him to the works of Victoria, Palestrina, Monteverdi, Bach, Handel, 

and their contemporaries.   In addition, Thompson grew up during the rise of a cappella 

choral singing, as well as a revival of early music.  But although Thompson had heard and 

performed this music while a student, he did not, as he himself later admitted, do much in the 

way of in-depth study.24  

Although Thompson may not have left Davison with a stunning first impression, the 

two went on to develop a strong mutual respect and admiration for each other.  Davison 

dedicated his book The Technique of Choral Composition (1945) to Thompson, who he had 

come to hold in high esteem.25  In this compositional manual, Davison regularly points to the 

works of Palestrina and similar composers of the sixteenth century as models for learning to 

write idiomatically for the human voice.26  Thompson expressed his gratitude and 

thankfulness to Davison by dedicating Felices ter (1956) to him.  Thompson composed this 

unaccompanied piece in the imitative style of Palestrina, which Davison had introduced to 

his former student.27  Through his interaction and study with Davison, Thompson learned 

about the voice and the importance of imitation, proper text setting, and the application of 

varied textures to good choral writing.  These concepts became the foundation of 

Thompson’s own compositional style.   

 

  

																																																								
24 Schmidt, "The Unknown Randall Thompson,” 304. 
25 Archibald T. Davison, preface to Technique of Choral Composition (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1966).  Davison’s dedication reads as follows: “To Randall Thompson, First among our native composers in the 
art of choral writing.” 
26 Davison, 56. 
27 Palestrina’s influence on Felices ter will be examined later in this essay.   
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Further Training and Career Development 

After the completion of his undergraduate degree at Harvard University, Thompson 

continued his compositional studies in New York City with Ernest Bloch (1880–1959), a 

conductor and composer who was fond of early music.28  Motivated by his particular interest 

in sixteenth century music, Bloch formed and directed a choir associated with the People’s 

Institute of New York in 1918.29  David Kushner describes the repertoire and goals of 

Bloch’s ensemble:  

The choristers met for two hours each meeting time to explore the 
masterworks of Josquin des Préz, Giovanni da Palestrina, Orlando di Lasso, 
Tomás Luis de Victoria, and their contemporaries. There was no ultimate goal, 
such as a public concert, only the joy to be derived from an encounter with 
now-forgotten seraphic music.30 

 
Moreover, Bloch’s interest in Renaissance music can be seen in his own compositions.  In 

Sacred Service (1933), for instance, the orchestral lines of the opening prelude begin in 

imitation. Also, the vocal writing shows the influence of plainchant throughout the work.  

Admittedly, Sacred Service is a composition in which Jewish chant is an integral aspect of 

the style; however, it demonstrates that Bloch was drawn to using early-music techniques and 

styles in his compositions. 

As a teacher, Bloch emphasized to his students the importance of studying the 

musical compositions of other composers as a method of learning.31 In one particular 

conversation, Bloch was appalled to discover that Thompson had not yet fully studied the 

																																																								
28 David Z. Kushner, Ernest Bloch and His Music: A Monograph Catalogue of Works & Bibliography 
(Glasgow: W. MacLellan, 1973), 36. 
29 David Z. Kushner, The Ernest Bloch Companion (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2002), 47-48. 
30 Kushner, The Ernest Bloch Companion, 48.  
31 Suzanne Bloch and Irene Heskes, Ernest Bloch, Creative Spirit: A Program Source Book (New York: Jewish 
Music Council of the National Jewish Welfare Board, 1976), 24.  



	

	 8	

classic and influential masterpieces of the great composers.32  Later, Thompson reflected on 

this heated exchange: 

“Have you analyzed the quartets of Beethoven? Have you studied the Masses 
of Palestrina? Have you analyzed the motets of Lassua [recte Lassus]?” The 
answer to each of these questions was no. “And you are a graduate of 
Harvard!” said the horrified Bloch.33 
 

As is obvious from this quote, Bloch did not feel Thompson was adequately prepared, and he 

urged the young composer to spend time carefully studying the greatest masterworks from 

the Renaissance and subsequent eras. 

While studying with Bloch, Thompson developed his skills in writing imitative and 

fugal counterpoint.34 Although there are not any notable compositions by Thompson during 

this period by which to assess his contrapuntal ability, there are several pages of fugal 

subjects that Thompson was writing for Bloch’s review and critique in the Randall 

Thompson Papers at Houghton Library.35  Thompson’s miscellaneous fugal subjects appear 

in a sketchbook from the fall of 1920 (Figure 2).  These important sketches reveal that 

Thompson may have had some trouble creating fugal subjects.  There are numerous 

comments and critiques written on the page with suggestions on how to improve the melodic, 

harmonic, and rhythmic elements of his fugal themes.  Presumably, Thompson and Bloch 

wrote these comments on the page during their sessions together.  

 

  

																																																								
32 Schmidt, “The Unknown Randall Thompson,” 304. 
33 Mary Channing Stokes, “Profile: Randall Thompson," Harvard Crimson, June 5, 1950, quoted in Schmidt, 
“The Unknown Randall Thompson,” 304. 
34 Benser and Urrows, 9. 
35 Benser and Urrows, 9.  
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Figure 2. Fugal subjects by Thompson during his study with Bloch.36 US-CAh,	85M-70,	Box	
44.		  
 

 

																																																								
36 Randall Thompson, Fall 1920, “Fugal subjects,” Randall Thompson Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard 
University (US-CAh, 85M-70, Box 44).  It is unclear whether the comments written on the page are by 
Thompson or Bloch.  
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After his study with Bloch, Thompson returned to Harvard in 1921 to begin graduate 

work.  He enrolled in composition classes and continued to study choral music, earning a 

master’s degree in music one year later.37  During this time, Thompson composed an 

imitative choral piece, The Last Invocation (1922), and an orchestral prelude, Pierrot and 

Cothurnus (1922); he submitted both compositions for the Walter Damrosch Fellowship 

competition.38  In May 1922, Thompson won the competition and was awarded a three-year 

fellowship at the American Academy in Rome, an experience that would leave a life-long 

mark on the composer’s vocal writing and would introduce him to a distinguished circle of 

musical personalities and composers.39   

During his time in Rome, Thompson studied with the Italian composer and 

musicologist Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882–1973),40 who was greatly interested in music 

from earlier periods.41  According to Nick Strimple, Malipiero’s musical style is “derived 

from Gregorian and Renaissance melodic impulses.”42  In the cantata San Francesca (1922), 

for instance, the solo vocal writing shows the influence of plainchant and reciting tones.  

Additionally, the choral writing in Missa pro Mortuis (1939) utilizes both imitative textures 

and canonic writing.  In an interview, Thompson student and musicologist David Urrows 

indicated that one of the important influences on Thompson was his interaction with 

Malipiero, who also contributed to Thompson’s further knowledge of Claudio Monteverdi 

																																																								
37 Schmidt, “The Unknown Randall Thompson,” 305. 
38 Benser and Urrows, 9-10.  
39 Schmidt, “The Unknown Randall Thompson,” 305.  
40 Schmidt, “The Unknown Randall Thompson,” 305. 
41 Marcello Sorce Keller, “A ‘Bent for Aphorisms:’ Some Remarks about Music and About His Own Music by 
Gian Francesco Malipiero,” The Music Review 39, no. 3/4 (August-November 1978): 231. 
42 Nick Strimple, Choral Music in the Twentieth Century (Portland: Amadeus Press, 2002), 185. 
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and his contemporaries.43  Thus, Thompson’s study with Malipiero likely shaped 

Thompson’s developing compositional ability and further spurred his interest in Renaissance 

and Baroque styles.44  

 Following his three years in Rome, Thompson returned to the United States and 

began a career as a conductor, composer, and professor.  Beginning with his first position as 

a choral conductor at Wellesley College in 1927, he regularly programmed works from the 

Renaissance and Baroque periods.45  Thompson’s continued inclination toward programming 

early music can be seen on a Christmas concert he presented in 1928 at Wellesley College.  

This particular program featured works from several historical periods, but included pieces 

by the following Renaissance and Baroque composers: Orlando di Lasso, Jacobus Gallus, 

Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Thomas Morley, Thomas Weelkes, Heinrich Schütz, and 

Henry Purcell.46  On this program, Thompson also included his recently completed Pueri 

Hebraeorum, a work written in the Baroque polychoral style.47  As a professor at Harvard 

(1948-1965), Thompson specialized in the creation and instruction of classes on sixteenth- 

and seventeenth-century music, including those on the fugue, modal and tonal counterpoint, 

and orchestration.48  In addition, Thompson offered a seminar class entitled “The Age of 

Handel,”49 and in 1955, he created a specialized course dedicated to the art of choral 

composition.50  On April 23, 1965, in his final year at Harvard, Thompson was honored by a 

																																																								
43 David Francis Urrows, e-mail interview by author, September 22, 2013.  Malipiero began editing 
Monteverdi’s works in the early 1920s.  
44 Benser and Urrows, 12-13.  
45 “Appleton Chapel Organ and Choir Recital,” February 28, 1928, Randall Thompson Papers, Houghton 
Library, Harvard University (US-CAh, 85M-70 Box 38).   
46 “Wellesley College Choir Concert Program,” December 22, 1928, Randall Thompson Papers, Houghton 
Library, Harvard University (US-CAh, 85M-70, Box 38). 
47 Thompson’s Pueri Hebraeorum and its connection to the Baroque period will be discussed later in this essay.  
48 Forbes, A History of Music at Harvard, 97-8, 136. 
49 Forbes, A History of Music at Harvard, 98. 
50 Forbes, A History of Music at Harvard, 124. 
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joint performance of the Harvard-Radcliffe Orchestra and combined choral ensembles in a 

program of his own compositions, in gratitude for his tenure at the university and his 

significant accomplishments in American choral music.51   

 

Renaissance Counterpoint and the Thompson Archives at Houghton Library 

Thompson’s choral style draws inspiration from sixteenth-century counterpoint, 

particularly that of Palestrina.52  Particularly revealing of the compositional parallels between 

Thompson and the Renaissance is the collection of his papers at Harvard University’s 

Houghton Library (US-CAh).  This collection contains items that reflect Thompson’s 

assiduous study of the counterpoint style of Palestrina, particularly in his sketchbooks and 

handouts for his counterpoint classes. 

One of Thompson’s sketchbooks at Houghton Library contains the autograph of his 

well-known anthem The Last Words of David and copied movements from a mass by 

Palestrina.  In this particular sketchbook, there are fourteen pages of The Last Words of 

David (Figure 3b) that are preceded by three pages where Thompson copied the Kyrie from 

Palestrina’s Missa ad Fugam (Figure 3a).53  Following The Last Words of David, Thompson 

includes four pages of various orchestral bowings related to motives from his anthem and 

eight pages containing the Benedictus and “Pleni sunt coeli” section of the Sanctus from the 

Palestrina mass. 

  

																																																								
51 Forbes, A History of Music at Harvard to 1972, 158. 
52 See, for instance, Haar, 49. 
53 Randall Thompson, “The Last Words of David Sketchbook,” Randall Thompson Papers, Houghton Library, 
Harvard University (US-CAh), MS Mus 173, Box 4 (96), 6-19. 
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Figure 3. Excerpts from Thompson’s sketchbook.54 
 
a. Palestrina, Missa ad Fugam, Kyrie, opening measures. US-CAh, MS Mus 173, Box 4 (96), 
2. 
 

 

  

																																																								
54 Randall Thompson, “The Last Words of David Sketchbook,” Randall Thompson Papers, Houghton Library, 
Harvard University (US-CAh), MS Mus 173, Box 4 (96), 6-19. 
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b. Thompson, The Last Words of David, opening measures of the Alleluia section. US-CAh, 
MS Mus 173 Box 4 (96), 9-11. 
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It is possible that the opening motive of Palestrina’s Missa ad Fugam served as inspiration 

for the imitative subject in the Alleluia section of Thompson’s The Last Words of David.  In 

the Kyrie from Missa ad Fugam (ex. 1a), the opening soprano motive rises from G to C and 

back again with stepwise motion.  At the start of the Alleluia section of The Last Words of 

David (ex. 1b), the opening tenor motive also rises from G to C and back again with stepwise 

motion.   
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Example 1. Comparison of motives between Palestrina and Thompson. 

a. Palestrina, Missa ad Fugam, Kyrie, soprano, opening measures. 

 

 

b. Thompson, The Last Words of David, tenor, opening Alleluia section, m. 32. 

 

  

This same sketchbook reveals Thompson’s interest in the canon.  On the first page of 

the copied Kyrie from Palestrina’s Missa ad Fugam, Thompson added the words “In 

perpetuo canone,” which suggests that the canon was his reason for copying it down (see 

Figure 3a).  In looking at Thompson’s The Last Words of David (shown in Figure 3b), there 

is a brief passage of canonic writing in the piano accompaniment.  On the downbeat of m. 29, 

Thompson begins a two-part canon of a four-note motive in the first two beats in the tenor 

voice of the piano accompaniment; the downbeat begins the canon on a B-natural, which is 

imitated at the fifth on the third beat (ex. 2).  This circular canonic pattern repeats three times 

before eventually changing pitch patterns in m. 33.    

  



	

	 17	

Example 2. Thompson, The Last Words of David, piano accompaniment, mm. 29-34. 

 

 

 

Thompson’s interest in canonic writing can be seen in his other sketchbooks, most 

notably “R.T. Canons.”  This sketchbook contains different types of canonic writing, such as 

canons at the octave, fifth, fourth, etc.  Figure 4 shows the first page of Thompson’s setting 

of Felices ter (1927), which is located in this sketchbook.55  Felices ter is a two-part canon at 

the fifth, with the baritone as the leader and the soprano as the companion, staggered one-

and-a-half measures later.   

  

																																																								
55 Randall Thompson, “R.T. Canons,” Randall Thompson Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard University (US-
CAh), MS Mus 173, Box 4 (80), 4-5. 
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Figure 4. Thompson, R.T. Canons, Felices ter.56  US-CAh, MS Mus 173, Box 4 (80), 5. 

 

 

Lastly, the Houghton Library collection contains Thompson’s counterpoint class 

handouts, which further reveal his understanding of Palestrina’s style.  Table 1 lists several 

excerpts from one of Thompson’s handouts, “Rules for Modal Counterpoint,” which he 

distributed to his students.57 

  

																																																								
56 Randall Thompson, “R.T. Canons,” Randall Thompson Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard University (US-
CAh), MS Mus 173, Box 4 (80), 5. 
57 Randall Thompson, “Counterpoint Class Handouts,” Randall Thompson Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard 
University (US-CAh, 85M-70, Box 33), 1-11. 
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Table 1. Excerpts from Thompson’s “Rules for Modal Counterpoint.”58 	US-CAh, 85M-70, 
Box 33, 1-11. 
 

Topic Quotes from Thompson 
Melody  Melody is preeminently conjunct. (Page 1) 

Contrary motion should dominate. (Page 3)  
Harmony Parallel 5ths and 8vs are forbidden. (Page 3)  

Cross relation, the adjacent sounding of two forms of the same note in different voices, is 
foreign to the style. (Page 4) 

Rhythm Quarter-note anticipations approached stepwise downward are quite common. (Page 8) 
Rhythmic variety is one of the most important characteristics of sixteenth-century melody. 
Strive to construct melodies so that their accented notes do not fall in a metrical pattern – the 
weak beat, which is harmonically, not rhythmically weak, may well bear an accent. (Page 8) 
A melody typically begins with slow note values, accelerates as it goes along, and slows down 
again for the cadence. (Page 8) 

Dissonance Skips are used sparingly to vary the monotony of continuous stepwise motion, and always 
create tension that must inevitably be resolved. (Page 1) 
Dissonance...must be prepared, i.e., the dissonant tone must be tied over from the preceding 
weak beat, where it was introduced as a consonance. The dissonance must then be resolved by 
a downward step to the following weak beat. (Page 7) 

Text Setting The natural utterance of the text should be respected so that accented syllables fall on accented 
notes, etc. This does not mean that all accented syllables fall on strong half-note beats, since 
the musical accent may well fall on a weak beat. (Page 11) 

Counterpoint Cantus Firmus all start and end on the tonic of the mode in which they are written.  The 
Counter Point must start with a unison, octave or upper 5th, (unless it starts on a weak quarter), 
and end with a unison or octave.” (Page 4) 

 

To further illustrate the rules outlined in the counterpoint handouts, Thompson provides 

supplementary pages showing models of good and bad examples of vocal writing.  As shown 

in Table 1, Thompson indicates that dissonance occurs on the strong beats (first and third 

beats) with the preparation occurring on the previous weak beat and using only consonant 

intervals.  Thompson provides two musical examples on the use of suspensions and their 

correct preparation and resolution (Figure 5). The example marked “Good” shows the correct 

preparation of the suspension and the necessary stepwise resolution into consonance.  

Conversely, the “Bad” example illustrates improper preparation of the suspension with the 

dissonant minor seventh interval on the second half of the first measure.  Additionally, the 

																																																								
58 Randall Thompson, “Counterpoint Class Handouts,” Randall Thompson Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard 
University (US-CAh, 85M-70, Box 33), 1-11. 
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final measure of the “Bad” example shows improper resolution of the suspension with the 

use of a leap instead of downward stepwise motion. 

 
Figure 5. Musical example no. 34 from Thompson’s counterpoint class handouts.59  US-CAh, 
85M-70, Box 33, 7. 
 
 
 

 

 

In summary, the Randall Thompson Papers at Houghton Library contain numerous 

items that reflect Thompson’s study and understanding of Renaissance compositional styles.  

As will be shown, many of Thompson’s works incorporate the sixteenth-century styles and 

techniques most strongly associated with Palestrina. 

 

 

Renaissance Counterpoint Analysis  

To better understand Thompson’s compositions, it is necessary to discuss the musical 

styles and techniques Thompson borrows from sixteenth-century counterpoint, with emphasis 

on those of Palestrina.  This study will focus on three main topics: imitation, conjunct motion, 

and the handling of dissonance. 

 

																																																								
59 Randall Thompson, “Counterpoint Class Handouts,” Randall Thompson Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard 
University (US-CAh, 85M-70, Box 33), 7. 
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Imitation 

The technique of imitation, also referred to as systematic imitation or point-of-

imitation style, is an invention of the Renaissance period and an important means of setting 

segments of a text in a polyphonic style.60  Imitation is characterized by the presentation of a 

single motive and its repetition (either exactly or with variation) by the remaining voice parts.  

In addition, Renaissance composers sometimes begin a piece with paired imitation, in which 

the first two voices and last two voices are grouped together in pairs.61 Imitation commonly 

occurs at the fifth, fourth, or unison.  After each of the voices has imitated the initial motive, 

the point of imitation is concluded, which may be followed by another point of imitation, a 

cadence, or a section of homophony.62   

Palestrina often uses point-of-imitation style in his works.63  For example, Veni 

Sponsa Christi (ex. 3) begins with a point of imitation on the word “Veni.”  The soprano 

introduces a motive on a D-natural, beginning with a whole note and gradually moving to 

shorter rhythmic durations.  One measure after the soprano entrance, the alto imitates the 

soprano at the fifth below (m. 2).  Both the soprano and alto continue in a paired duet at a 

rhythmic interval of one measure.  The tenor begins in m. 6 and the bass in m. 7.  The tenor 

and bass reiterate the opening soprano and alto lines exactly except their endings are 

modified to form a cadence (m. 11).  This point of imitation continues with three additional 

entrances: alto in m. 11, soprano in m. 14, and bass in m. 17. These remaining entrances are 

not grouped in duets but continue freely, along with other counterpoint, until a cadence 

																																																								
60 Paul Mark Walker, Theories of Fugue from the Age of Josquin to the Age of Bach (Rochester: University of 
Rochester Press, 2000), 1.  
61 Lloyd Ultan, Music Theory: Problems and Practices in the Middle Ages and Renaissance (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1977), 182.  
62 Herbert K. Andrews, An Introduction to the Technique of Palestrina (London: Novello, 1958), 139, 174. 
63 Ultan, 220, 224. 
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occurs in mm. 19-20.  At this cadence, the opening point of imitation is concluded and a 

second point of imitation begins with the tenor in m. 19 on the word “accipe.”  This point of 

imitation is followed by the soprano in m. 21 and eventually by the other voices.  

 

Example 3.  Palestrina, Veni Sponsa Christi, mm. 1-30. 
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Thompson makes use of point-of-imitation technique, reflecting Palestrina’s structure.  

Similar to Veni sponsa Christi, Thompson’s Felices ter (ex. 4) begins with staggered 

entrances of a particular motive in each of the voice parts.  Additionally, Felices ter opens 

with paired imitation (bass and tenor) staggered by the rhythmic interval of one measure.  

The bass introduces a descending motive on an F-natural, beginning with a whole note and 

gradually moving to faster note values.  In the next measure, the tenor imitates the bass at the 

fifth above (m. 2).  After two measures, the remaining voices (alto and soprano) enter in the 

same fashion as the first two, with the alto at the octave (m. 5) and the soprano at the fifth (m. 

6).  Thompson does not provide additional motivic entrances like Palestrina, but instead 

quickly introduces a second point of imitation after a momentary cadence in m. 8.  In this 
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same measure, the bass introduces a new motive on the word “quos.”  This new point of 

imitation is then imitated by the tenor and alto in m. 10.  

 

Example 4. Thompson, Felices ter, mm. 1-11. 
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Thompson uses point-of-imitation technique in other works as well.  In Now I Lay Me 

Down to Sleep (ex. 5), for instance, soprano 1 introduces a motive, which is imitated one 

measure later by soprano 2 at the lower fifth (m. 2).  The alto quickly enters two beats later 

(m. 2), providing imitation at the octave and closing the first point of imitation.  On the 

second beat of m. 4, soprano 2 begins a new point of imitation on the text “I pray Thee, Lord,” 

followed with entrances by the alto (m. 4, fourth beat) and soprano 1 (m. 5, second beat). 

 

Example 5. Thompson, Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep, mm. 1-6. 
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Additionally, in “Say Ye to the Righteous” from The Peaceable Kingdom (ex. 6), Thompson 

introduces a point of imitation in the alto voice in m. 78 on the text “but ye shall cry for 

sorrow.”  This motive begins with a half note that soon moves in ascending stepwise motion.  

One measure later, the soprano enters at the fifth (m. 79).  Two beats later, the tenor enters at 

the octave (m. 80).  While the upper three voices proceed in an imitative style, the bass 

functions independently, serving as a pedal point rather than as part of the point-of-imitation 

technique.   
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Example 6. Thompson, The Peaceable Kingdom, “Say Ye to the Righteous,” SATB mixed 
chorus, mm. 77-83. 

 

 

 

As noted above, Thompson also uses canonic writing, an imitative device from the 

Renaissance period.  Canonic writing is strict, in that the imitating voices provide an exact 

repetition of the initial voice by maintaining the same intervals and rhythmic durations.64  

Point-of imitation technique differs from the canon, in that the imitating voices are more 

flexible.  Palestrina’s use of the canon can be seen in the “Pleni sunt coeli” section of the 

																																																								
64 Wallace Berry, Form in Music (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1986), 418. 
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Sanctus in the Missa Ad Fugam (ex. 7).  The bass starts the canon, followed by the tenor at 

the fourth (one beat later) and the alto at the octave (two beats later).  As shown in this 

example, the imitating voices retain the same intervallic type and quality as well as rhythmic 

patterns as the first voice. 

 

Example 7. Palestrina, Missa Ad Fugam, Sanctus, mm. 19-23. 

 

 

Thompson’s use of canon can be seen in “The Paper Reeds by the Brooks” from The 

Peaceable Kingdom. Thompson utilizes canonic writing between the upper two voice parts 

(ex. 8).  The alto introduces a strict canon in m. 13 that is imitated by the soprano four beats 

later at the octave above.  Thompson continues the canon until the words “shall wither” on 

the third beat of m. 20.      
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Example 8. Thompson, The Peaceable Kingdom, “The Paper Reeds by the Brooks,” soprano 
and alto, mm. 13-20.  

 

  

         

 

In the “Christe eleison” section of the Kyrie from Mass of the Holy Spirit (ex. 9), 

Thompson uses canonic writing.  The soprano introduces a canon of one bar, imitated by the 

alto at the fifth (m. 37) and tenor at the second (m. 38). This example of the canon is not 

strict in all voice parts; the tenor does not maintain the exact intervallic qualities as the initial 

voice.  
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Example 9. Thompson, Mass of the Holy Spirit, Kyrie, mm. 36-40. 

 

 

Conjunct Motion 

Thompson creates a more singable choral line in his music with his predominant use 

of smaller intervals and the careful resolution of skips and leaps (conjunct motion).  These 

practices are notable characteristics of Palestrina’s vocal music as well.65   

Palestrina’s choral parts utilize an abundance of stepwise motion over the use of large 

intervallic leaps.  This emphasis can be seen in the Kyrie from Palestrina’s Missa Brevis a 4, 

(ex. 10).  The first nine measures of the opening alto part contain twenty-two intervals of a 

second, one minor third, and three perfect fourths.  The alto ascends and descends with 

mostly stepwise motion, achieving a seamless balance of high and low pitches.   

 

  

																																																								
65 Knud Jeppesen, Counterpoint: The Polyphonic Vocal Style of the Sixteenth Century (New York: Prentice-
Hall, 1939), 85. 
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Example 10. Palestrina, Missa Brevis a 4, Kyrie, alto, mm. 1-9. 66 

           

           

 

Similarly, Thompson incorporates conjunct motion with an increased use of smaller 

intervals in the choral parts.  In mm. 2-7 of Felices ter (ex. 11), for instance, the tenor part 

contains twenty-one intervals of a second and only one perfect fourth and one perfect fifth.  

Throughout Felices ter, the voice parts rarely use intervals larger than a second.  As a result, 

similar to the Kyrie from Palestrina’s Missa Brevis a 4, Thompson’s voice parts gradually 

ascend and descend in stepwise motion.  

 
Example 11. Thompson, Felices ter, tenor, mm. 1-7.  
 

      

      

 

One of the distinctive features of Palestrina’s music is to resolve skips and leaps with 

stepwise motion in the opposite direction.67  As seen in m. 9 of Sicut cervus (ex. 12a), the 

																																																								
66 Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa Brevis, ed. Raffaele Casimiri, Le opere complete, vol. 12 (Roma: 
Fratelli Scalera, 1939).  
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minor third skip in the cantus is carefully resolved with descending stepwise motion in the 

opposite direction.  This procedure repeats in mm. 10-11 and continues to occur throughout 

the piece.   

Similar to Palestrina, Thompson carefully resolves skips and leaps with stepwise 

motion in the opposite direction.  In m. 9 of Felices ter (ex. 12b), the minor third skip in the 

soprano is followed by stepwise motion in the opposite direction, creating a seamless and 

unobtrusive resolution. 

 

Example 12. Comparison of Palestrina and Thompson’s use of skips in the melodic line. 

a. Palestrina, Sicut Cervus, cantus, mm. 7-12.  

 

 

b. Thompson, Felices ter, soprano, mm. 8-11. 

 

 

Another example appears in the Kyrie from Thompson’s Mass of the Holy Spirit (ex. 13).  At 

the beginning of the “Christe eleison,” the descending fourth in the soprano is carefully 

balanced by ascending stepwise motion. 

  

																																																																																																																																																																												
67 Ultan, 210-211. 



	

	 33	

Example 13. Thompson, Mass of the Holy Spirit, Kyrie, soprano, mm. 36-38. 

 

 

Also, in the Agnus Dei (ex. 14), Thompson continues to pay careful attention to larger 

intervals.  Here, the ascending fifth in the soprano is smoothed-out with a descending 

stepwise resolution.   

 
Example 14. Thompson, Mass of the Holy Spirit, Agnus Dei, soprano, mm. 1-4. 
 

 
 

 

Dissonance 

Throughout his choral writing, Thompson uses dissonance in a conservative fashion, 

similar to the style of Palestrina.  One of the hallmarks of Palestrina’s music is his meticulous 

attention to the control of dissonance in order to create seamless lines.68  Most often, 

Palestrina introduces dissonance with a suspension,69 such as 7-6, 4-3, or 2-3. This three-part 

procedure includes preparation, a suspension, and resolution.  The preparation begins with a 

consonant interval on the previous weak beat.  Then, the suspension occurs on the strong beat, 

followed by stepwise consonant resolution on the following weak beat.70  An example of this 

procedure can be seen in mm. 21-22 in Palestrina’s Sicut cervus (ex. 15).  The preparation 

																																																								
68 Knud Jeppesen, The Style of Palestrina and the Dissonance (New York: Dover Publications, 1970), 293.  
69 Jeppesen, The Style of Palestrina and the Dissonance, 123-4.  
70 Andrews, 108, 128. 
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occurs on the fourth beat of m. 21 where the perfect fifth between the cantus and bass parts 

forms a consonance.  On the downbeat of m. 22, the cantus part forms a 4-3 suspension over 

the bass with the third of the triad momentarily replaced by the fourth.  The resolution of the 

4-3 suspended dissonance occurs when the cantus voice descends by step to the E-natural on 

the second beat of m. 22.  Both the cantus and bass approach the suspension with stepwise 

motion.  

 

Example 15. Palestrina, Sicut cervus, cantus, alto, tenor, bass, mm. 18-22. 
 

 
 

 

Thompson approaches the use of suspensions similarly to Palestrina.  As shown 

earlier in his class handouts (Table 1), Thompson taught that dissonance “must be prepared, 

i.e., the dissonant tone must be tied over from the preceding weak beat, where it was 

introduced as a consonance.”71  Furthermore, he states, “the dissonance must then be 

resolved by a downward step to the following weak beat.”72  An example of Thompson’s use 

of such a suspension can be seen in Felices ter (ex. 16).  The preparation occurs on the weak 

																																																								
71 “Rules for Modal Counterpoint,” Randall Thompson Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard University (US-
CAh, 85M-70, Box 33). 
72 “Rules for Modal Counterpoint,” Randall Thompson Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard University (US-
CAh, 85M-70, Box 33). 
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fourth beat of m. 2 with the use of a consonant major third interval between the tenor and 

bass.  On the downbeat of the following measure (m. 3), the dissonance takes the form of a 2-

3 suspension. The resolution occurs when the bass voice descends by stepwise motion to the 

E-natural, creating a consonant minor third on the second beat of m. 3.   

 

Example 16. Thompson, Felices ter, tenor and bass, mm. 1-3.  

 

 

Another point at which Thompson creates dissonance is on passing tones, a common 

technique found in Palestrina’s vocal music.73  In Palestrina’s Sicut cervus (ex. 17), the G-

natural eighth note passing tone in the upper voice creates a brief minor second dissonance 

against the F-natural in the bass.  The passing tone is preceded and followed by consonant 

intervals as shown by an octave on beat one and a major third on beat three; the passing tone 

is between these two strong beats. 

   

  

																																																								
73 Jeppesen, Counterpoint, 98.  

beat, where it was introduced as a consonance.”5  Furthermore, he states, “the dissonance must 

then be resolved by a downward step to the following weak beat.”6  An example of Thompson’s 

use of suspended dissonance can be seen in ex. 15.  Here, the preparation occurs on the weak 

fourth beat of m. 2 with the use of a consonant major third interval between the tenor and bass.  

On the downbeat of the following measure (m. 3), the suspended dissonance takes the form of a 

2-3 suspension.  With the use of smooth stepwise motion, the suspended dissonance resolves into 

a consonant minor third on the second beat of m. 3.   

Example 15. Thompson, Felices ter, tenor and bass, mm. 1-3.  

 

 Thompson often creates dissonance with through the use of passing tones, a common 

technique found in Palestrina’s vocal music.7  An example of Palestrina’s use of passing tones 

can be seen in Sicut cervus (ex. 16).  Here, the G natural eighth note passing tone in the upper 

voices creates a brief minor second dissonance against the F natural in the bass.  The passing 

tone is preceded and followed by consonance, specially an octave on beat one and a major third 

on beat three.  As often seen and observed in this example, the passing tone does not occur on 

the main beat but on the latter portion of it, resulting in an unaccented passing tone.   

Example 16. Palestrina, Sicut cervus, cantus and bass together, m. 7. 

5 Rules for Modal Counterpoint, Randall Thompson Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard University (85M-
70, Box 33). 

6 Ibid. 
7 Andrews, An Introduction to the Technique of Palestrina, 82-3.  

Comment [JSS9]: hyphenate note names 
like this (and F-sharp, B-flat, etc.) 
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Example 17. Palestrina, Sicut cervus, cantus and bass together, m. 7. 
 

    

   

 

Thompson incorporates dissonances into passing tones in a fashion similar to that of 

Palestrina.  In the Kyrie from Mass of the Holy Spirit (ex. 18), the A-natural quarter note in 

the soprano serves as a passing tone, creating a minor second dissonance against the alto and 

then resolving into a unison.  Similar to Palestrina, Thompson places the passing tone 

between two strong beats. 

  

Example 18. Thompson, Mass of the Holy Spirit, Kyrie, soprano and alto, opening Christe 
eleison section. 
 

 

 

In summary, Thompson’s vocal writing demonstrates the influence of sixteenth-

century counterpoint styles in the areas of imitation, conjunct motion, and handling of 

dissonance.  Palestrina’s music, in particular, seems to have influenced Thompson’s 

!
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approach to choral writing, which can be seen in the Houghton Library collection and in 

Thompson’s compositions Felices ter, The Peaceable Kingdom, and Mass of the Holy Spirit.  

 

Baroque Fugal Counterpoint 

In addition to sixteenth-century imitative styles, Thompson utilized Baroque fugal 

counterpoint. Thompson included fugues in several of his large choral works, such as the 

Requiem, A Psalm of Thanksgiving, and Ode to the Virginian Voyage.  While teaching at 

Harvard, Thompson quite frequently composed fugues and other imitative pieces at the 

chalkboard in order to demonstrate certain techniques to his students; these pieces were later 

published in a collection known as Twenty Chorale-Preludes, Four Inventions, and a Fugue 

(1970).74 

One of Thompson’s choral fugues is O Let the Nations Be Glad.  This piece began as 

one of the movements of his Requiem (1958), but in 1973 it was released as an individual 

octavo.  In “Notes on a Requiem,” an essay published in 1974, Thompson briefly mentioned 

some of the techniques found in O Let the Nations Be Glad.75  In his discussion, Thompson 

refers to this piece as a fugue.76 Additionally, Thompson’s comments reveal that O Let the 

Nations Be Glad utilizes Baroque fugal procedures.  He proudly points to his use of stretto, 

canonic imitation, and augmentation.77  Thompson mentions that these techniques were 

employed for their ability to heighten the dramatic quality of the piece.78   

																																																								
74 Randall Thompson, Twenty Chorale-Preludes, Four Inventions, and a Fugue (Boston: E.C. Schirmer Music 
Co., 1970).  
75 Randall Thompson, “Notes on a Requiem,” in Randall Thompson: A Choral Legacy, ed. Alfred Mann 
(Boston: E.C. Schirmer Music Company, 1983): 41-2.  
76 Thompson, “Notes on a Requiem,” 38. 
77 Thompson, “Notes on a Requiem,” 41-2. 
78 Thompson, “Notes on a Requiem,” 41-2. 
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The following analysis will provide insight into the specific Baroque fugal elements 

demonstrated in O Let the Nations Be Glad.  Following the structure of a typical Baroque 

fugue, Thompson incorporates an exposition, episodes, middle entries, and a closing section.  

Within each structural component of O Let the Nations Be Glad, this analysis will highlight 

specific Baroque fugal devices and techniques used by Thompson.   

 

Exposition 

The initial section of a Baroque fugue is the exposition, which begins with the 

systematic presentation of a subject in each voice part.  In a four-voice fugue, the first voice 

presents a subject in the tonic key followed by an answer in a second voice.  The answer is 

usually given at a different pitch level, usually at the fourth or fifth. While the second voice 

presents the answer, the first voice continues with either a countersubject or free counterpoint. 

The third and fourth voices repeat the procedure while the first and second voices provide 

counterpoint or are silent.  After the presentation of the subject in the fourth voice, the 

exposition comes to a close.   

Thompson’s O Let the Nations Be Glad (ex. 19) begins with just such an exposition, 

in which a single subject is introduced in each voice part.  In this piece, the tenor initially 

presents a subject of two-and-a-half bars.  This subject can be divided into two parts, referred 

to as the head and tail (ex. 19).  The head motive starts on a G-natural, rises with stepwise 

motion to a C-natural, and back again to the G-natural.  Additionally, the head motive is set 

to the text “O let the nations be glad.”  After a quarter rest, the tail motive begins with an 

upward leap of a sixth from the last note of the head motive, followed by descending 

stepwise motion to the third scale degree.  The tail motive is set to the text “and sing for joy.”  
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The complete subject contains a total of 12 notes, spanning the range of a sixth in the tonic 

key of G major.  

 

Example 19. Thompson, O Let the Nations Be Glad, tenor, mm. 1-3. 
 

 
 

After the introduction of the subject in the tenor, the alto presents the answer at the fifth in m. 

3 (ex. 20).  The alto response is a real answer, in that it is transposed exactly up a fifth and 

uses the same intervallic quality as the subject.  The answer is in the dominant key of D 

major. During the alto answer, the tenor continues with free counterpoint; Thompson does 

not write a countersubject.  Following the tenor and alto entrances, the soprano and bass 

proceed in a similar fashion.  However, the entrance of the soprano is delayed by a one-and-

a-half measure transitional link in mm. 6-7; similarly, the bass is delayed by a link (m. 10).  

After the answer is presented in the bass, the exposition comes to a close in m. 13 but without 

a solid cadence.  As will be seen throughout O Let the Nations Be Glad, Thompson often 

avoids solid cadences through the use of continuous rhythmic flow and extended melodic 

lines, as is typical in a Baroque fugue. 
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Example 20. Thompson, O Let the Nations Be Glad, mm. 1-16. 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
  

	
	
	
	
	
Subject	

	
Answer	

	
	
Subject	

	
	
	
Answer	

	
	
	
		Link	

	
	

	
Link	
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Episodes  

 In Baroque fugues, the conclusion of the exposition is usually followed by an episode. 

Episodic passages may contain fragments of the subject but not a full presentation of it.  In 

addition, these passages may include new material and often serve as modulatory transitions 

to the next full appearance of the subject in a new key.  

The first episode in O Let the Nations Be Glad reflects Baroque style.  Beginning on 

the fourth beat of m. 13 (ex. 21), this episode introduces new material, which is treated in 

free canonic imitation between the soprano and tenor.  While the tenor begins in a different 

place in the meter, one will observe that it maintains the same note durations as the soprano.  

Thompson uses this episode to modulate from D major (m. 13) to E minor (m. 17).  On the 

fourth beat of m. 16, a B-natural dominant chord foreshadows the key of E minor at the 

downbeat of m. 17. The tripled E-natural pitch in the upper three voices helps reinforce this 

new key. However, Thompson subverts a solid cadence in all four voices; the bass moves to 

a C-natural instead of E-natural on the downbeat of m. 17.  Thompson follows a similar style 

and procedure in later episodes.  
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Example 21. Thompson, O Let the Nations Be Glad, mm. 13-20. 

 

 

 
 

 

Middle Entries 

Throughout a standard Baroque fugue, the complete subject often reappears but in 

different keys.  This technique is referred to as a middle entry. As seen in Thompson’s O Let 

the Nations Be Glad, these reappearances of the fugal subject are combined with other 

Baroque contrapuntal devices, including fragmentation, stretto, and canonic writing. 

The first middle entry in O Let the Nations Be Glad follows Baroque fugal procedure. 

In m. 17, the complete subject appears in a new key (ex. 22).  The alto presents the subject in 

the transposed key of E minor. 

 

Episode	

	
	
Canon	
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Example 22. Thompson, O Let the Nations Be Glad, alto, mm. 17-19. 

 

 

During this middle entry group, the tenor and bass present fragmented versions of the subject.  

In this example, only a partial of the head motive appears on the text “nations be glad” in m. 

18 (ex. 23).  Both the tenor and bass parts move in parallel motion.  

 

Example 23. Thompson, O Let the Nations Be Glad, tenor and bass, mm. 17-18. 

 

 

In order to build a sense of urgency, Thompson incorporates stretto textures. In a 

stretto passage, the subject appears in a second voice before the first voice has completed 

presenting the subject.  This technique produces overlapping presentations of the subject.  In 

mm. 19-20, Thompson uses stretto between the soprano and tenor entries, at the rhythmic 

interval of two beats (ex. 24). The soprano introduces the subject on the third beat of m. 19.  

Two beats later, the tenor provides imitation at the octave and overlaps the soprano entry (m. 

20).  

  

	
	
	
	
Fragment	
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Example 24. Thompson, O Let the Nations Be Glad, soprano and tenor, mm. 19-22. 

  

  

 

In a later middle entry section, Thompson again utilizes stretto to create additional rhythmic 

motion (ex. 25).  In m. 39, a stretto texture occurs in the alto, tenor, and soprano voices (in C 

major, G major, D major, respectively).  As seen in m. 41 and similar passages, Thompson 

slightly modifies the tail motive by altering the placement of the text.  Thompson uses stretto 

also in m. 43 between the bass, soprano, and alto voices (in D major, A major, D major, 

respectively).  

			Canon	
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Example 25. Thompson, O Let the Nations Be Glad, mm. 37-46. 

 

 

       

 

Final Section  

Corresponding to typical Baroque fugues, Thompson uses the final section to reaffirm 

the tonic key and bring the piece to a fitting conclusion.  In this section, the subject makes its 

	
Stretto	

	
	
				Stretto	
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final appearance in the tonic key.  In addition, Thompson incorporates additional Baroque 

contrapuntal devices, such as augmentation and pedal point.  

In O Let the Nations Be Glad, the final section begins with the extended use of stretto 

in augmentation (ex. 26). The subject appears in doubled rhythmic durations (twice as slow) 

first in the tenor (m. 46), followed by the bass (m. 47) and soprano (m. 48).  However, the 

alto does not participate in the augmentation; instead, it presents the final appearance of the 

subject in its original form in the tonic key (mm. 47-49).  In mm. 50-52, the alto provides a 

two-beat rising sequential passage.  Although Thompson’s use of sequential patterns is not as 

strict as Bach, in that the counterpoint is not motivic, the sequential pattern in the alto voice 

assists with a transition to the final few measures of the fugue.  The use of these contrapuntal 

devices heightens the intensity of this section and provides a dramatic urgency to the final 

cadence.   
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Example 26. Thompson, O Let the Nations Be Glad, mm. 45-52. 

 

 

Thompson provides a short coda (mm. 54-59) to bring O Let the Nations Be Glad to a 

fitting conclusion (ex. 27).  This passage begins with a three-measure pedal point.  In m. 54, 

the bass provides a dominant pedal point, which prepares for the final cadence.  During this 

passage, the dotted rhythm figure from the first episode returns in canonic imitation between 

the soprano and alto (mm. 53-56).  The episodic material leads to faster rhythmic motion, 

evidenced by the more frequent appearance of melismatic eighth notes.  In the final measure, 

Thompson’s fugue O Let the Nations Be Glad comes to rest with a perfect authentic cadence 

in the tonic key of G major.  

 

  

	
	
					Final	subject	

	
	
						Augmentation	

	
					Augmentation	

	
	
Augmentation	

	
	
	
Sequential	
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Example 27. Thompson, O Let the Nations Be Glad, mm. 53-59. 

 

 

In summary, Thompson’s choral style in O Let the Nations Be Glad incorporates 

Baroque fugal contrapuntal devices and procedures throughout each of its structural 

components.   

 

Polychoral Writing 

In a similar style to the Baroque, Thompson utilizes polychoral textures.  In 

polychoral works, the performers (i.e. soloist[s], chorus, instrumentalists) are divided into 

two or more groups, or “choirs.”79  Many composers have used polychoral textures in their 

																																																								
79 Anthony F. Carver, Cori Spezzati: The Development of Sacred Polychoral Music to the Time of Schütz, vol. 1 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), xvi. 

	
	
					Canon	
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music, including the Gabrielis, Schütz, and Monteverdi.80  As noted earlier, Thompson was 

influenced by the music of Schütz, who studied with Giovanni Gabrieli.81  Thompson was 

very interested in the polychoral technique of choral antiphony, describing the style as being 

“two forces in conflict with each other.”82   

Thompson incorporates polychoral textures in many works, such as Pueri 

Hebraeorum (1927), The Peaceable Kingdom (1936), Mass of the Holy Spirit (1955), and in 

his Requiem (subtitled “A Dramatic Dialogue in Five Parts for a cappella Double-Chorus” 

[1958]).  The following section will compare the polychoral styles and techniques of various 

Baroque composers with Thompson, focusing on the use of antiphony, harmonic motion by 

fourths and fifths, imitative tutti passages, and triple meter.  

 

Antiphony 

One of the defining characteristics of polychoral performance is antiphonal singing, 

in which two or more choirs sing in alternation.83  This style begins with the entrance of one 

chorus followed by an entrance from another, referred to as the second chorus. The second 

chorus can repeat the first chorus with or without variation of the melodic, harmonic, or 

rhythmic structure.  An example of this kind of antiphony can be seen in Schütz’s Jauchzet 

dem Herrn (ex. 28).  The antiphonal exchange occurs with rapid homophonic delivery 

between the two groups of singers, reflecting a highly jubilant acclamation.  Choir 1 begins 

the piece on the word “Jauchzet,” utilizing a dotted quarter rhythmic motive.  In m. 2, choir 2 

																																																								
80 Carver, 144. 
81 Haar, 49. 
82 Thompson, “Notes on a Requiem,” 33 
83 Denis Arnold, Giovanni Gabrieli (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), 31. 
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overlaps the cadence of the first chorus and provides antiphonal repetition without variation.  

Both choirs begin on the tonic chord of G major and utilize a simple I-V-I progression.  In 

mm. 3-4, Schütz simply repeats the opening passage.  In these opening acclamations, on the 

words “Jauchzet” and “Herrn,” the two choirs overlap each other at the rhythmic interval of 

two beats.  In mm. 5-7, choir 1 introduces a new passage.  This contrasting phrase is more 

complicated in that it is longer, has a different text, and contains sixteenth notes.  In mm. 7-9, 

choir 2 repeats this passage without any variation; at this point the amount of overlap 

between the choirs is significantly reduced, and enters into the pattern seen throughout most 

of the rest of the piece.  (Indeed, this lack of overlap was typical of the polychoral style, and 

was in fact necessary to keep the text intelligible in highly resonant churches.  The texture of 

the work’s opening measures, on the other hand, was a special effect that Schütz used to help 

establish a jubilant atmosphere.)  In m. 9, choir 1’s word “Jauchzet” occurs on the second 

half of the measure while choir 2’s word “Welt” is in the first half.  The entrance of choir 1 

in m. 9 sets up the next antiphonal exchange.  In this instance, choir 2 repeats choir 1 but 

with variation to its structure, with choir 1 beginning on the tonic chord in m. 9 and choir 2 

beginning on the dominant in m. 11.  
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Example 28. Schütz, Jauchzet dem Herren, mm. 1-12. 

 

 

 

Thompson’s Pueri Hebraeorum (ex. 29) follows a similar style to Schütz’s Jauchzet 

dem Herrn.  Chorus 1 begins the piece in a homophonic style on the word “Pueri,” utilizing a 

dotted quarter rhythmic motive.  In m. 3, chorus 2 enters and overlaps the cadence of chorus 

1.  Similar to the example by Schütz (m. 11), the overlap is limited to two beats between the 
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two choirs.  It is important to note that, also like Schütz, the second chorus provides 

antiphonal repetition with variation.  Although the rhythmic structure is preserved from the 

first chorus, chorus 2 enters at a lower pitch level and with a slightly different harmonic 

progression.  In these opening measures, chorus 1 follows the harmonic progression I-V-vi 

while chorus 2 is vi-V-I.  The next antiphonal exchange between the two choirs (mm. 4-7) 

follows a similar style to the first exchange.  However, at the third antiphonal exchange 

found at mm. 7-8, Thompson uses repetition but without variation, similar to the beginning 

of Schütz’s Jauchzet dem Herrn.  Here, the second chorus (m. 8) repeats chorus 1 (m. 7) 

without any variation to its melodic, harmonic, or rhythmic structure.  In this instance, the 

two choirs overlap only at the rhythmic interval of one beat.  
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Example 29. Thompson, Pueri Hebraeorum, mm. 1-14.
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In some works, Thompson uses antiphonal repetition with greater freedom.  In these 

instances, the second chorus’ repetition of the first undergoes more variation of its textural 

and musical elements.  This concept can be seen in “Ye Shall Have a Song” from 

Thompson’s The Peaceable Kingdom (ex. 30). Similar to Jauchzet dem Herrn, this piece 

begins in antiphony set in a homophonic style.   In m. 1, Chorus 1 (women) introduces a 

rhythmic motive consisting of a series of half notes on the words “Ye shall have a song.”  
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Chorus 1 continues until its cadence in m. 4, which overlaps with the entrance of chorus 2 

(men).  Similar to the example by Schütz, the overlap is kept to a minimum of two quarter 

notes. The second chorus begins with the same rhythmic pattern of the first chorus, but with a 

different text (“as in the night when a holy solemnity is kept”). While the initial statement of 

the first chorus is only four measures long, the second chorus is extended to nine measures.  

In addition, the harmonic progressions of both choruses are different.  Chorus 1 begins on a 

C major first-inversion triad, passes through the V chord in second inversion, and quickly 

cadences on a C major root-position triad in m. 4.  In contrast, chorus 2 begins with a C 

major root-position triad, and then progresses through different chromatic chords (B-flat 

major, E-flat major, and C minor) before reaching a half-cadence in m. 12.  Thompson 

continues to use antiphony until the final section of this piece, which is cast in a complex 

polyphonic tutti style.  
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Example 30. Thompson, The Peaceable Kingdom, “Ye Shall Have a Song,” mm. 1-14. 
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Harmonic Motion by Fourths and Fifths 

 Reflecting Baroque polychoral practice, Thompson creates bass lines that reinforce 

tonal progressions of tonic and dominant, utilizing harmonic motion by fourths and fifths. 

Gabrieli’s polychoral music is noted for its bass lines that often move by fourths and fifths, 
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reinforcing tonic and dominant relationships.84  This tonal procedure can be seen in his O 

Jesu mi dulcissime (ex. 31).  In mm. 9-10, the choral bass part moves by fourths and fifths: 

E-A-D-G. 

 

Example 31. Gabrieli, O Jesu mi dulcissime, chorus 2 bass part, mm. 8-10. 

   

In Pueri Hebraeorum (ex. 32), Thompson follows a similar style to Gabrieli.  In mm. 11-13, 

the choral bass part also moves by fourths and fifths as seen on the downbeat of each 

measure: A-D-G.  

 

Example 32. Thompson, Pueri Hebraeorum, chorus 1 bass part, mm. 9-13. 

 

 

In “Ye Shall Have a Song” from The Peaceable Kingdom (ex. 33), the lowest bass part 

moves in a similar fashion, utilizing movements by fourths and fifths.  The appearance of the 

B-flat pitch in m. 69 creates a momentary surprise, but it is resolved down a fourth in m. 70.  

																																																								
84 Carver, 152, 154. 
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Example. 33. Thompson, The Peaceable Kingdom, “Ye Shall Have a Song,” bass part, mm. 
56-87. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Imitative Tutti Passages 

 Recalling Baroque polychoral practice, Thompson often employs imitation in tutti 

passages. These polyphonic passages provide a stark contrast to the homophonic antiphonal 

statements usually found at the beginning of a piece. Thompson’s procedure again reflects 

the style of Gabrieli.  It is common for Gabrieli to begin a polychoral work in antiphony and 

then proceed to a grand, tutti passage in which various motives are treated contrapuntally.85  

Gabrieli’s use of imitative tutti passages can be seen in O Jesu mi dulcissime (ex. 34).  On the 

																																																								
85 Carver, 150.  
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words “ut veneremur,” (referred to as motive a) Gabrieli assigns a motive characterized by an 

eighth note followed by a dotted eighth note and a sixteenth note.  On the word “coelites,” 

(motive b) a dotted eighth note is followed by three sixteenth notes.  These motives are 

interspersed and imitated by all the voice parts in each choir, and they are subjected to 

variation.  For example, motive a in the top part of choir 2 (m. 64) is repeated at a higher 

pitch level by the top part of choir 1 in the same measure.  

 

Example 34. Gabrieli, O Jesu mi dulcissime, choir 1 and 2, mm. 64-66.  Letters indicating 
motives appear within the boxes surrounding them.  

 

 

a

ba b

a b

a
a

b

b

b

a a

a

a

a
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Similar to Gabrieli and after extended passages of antiphony, Thompson uses 

imitation in the tutti section of “Ye Shall Have a Song” from The Peaceable Kingdom (ex. 

35). On the text “as when one,” Thompson uses a motive that consists of half notes (motive 

a).  Thompson then assigns a faster descending quarter note pattern (motive b) to the text 

“goeth with a pipe.”  Throughout this polyphonic section, Thompson sometimes varies the 

motives with regard to their pitch, rhythm, and placement in the measure.  For example, 

motive b starts on a variety of different pitch levels, and the intervals of motive a are 

different in every voice part. 
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Example 35. Thompson, The Peaceable Kingdom, “Ye Shall Have a Song,” choir 1 and 2, 
mm. 128-132. Letters indicating motives appear within the boxes surrounding them. 
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Triple Meter Passages 

Thompson’s polychoral works often employ changes from duple to triple meter, 

reflecting the structure—and resultant implications in terms of tempo—of Baroque 

polychoral music.  The use of triple meter passages can be seen in the polychoral works of 

Gabrieli.86  In his Hodie Christus Natus Est (ex. 36), Gabrieli switches from duple to triple 

meter at m. 28, where the repetitions of the text “Gloria in excelsis Deo” contribute to a 

festive and jubilant tone.  As shown in Table 2, this piece switches twice from duple to triple, 

ultimately returning to duple time for the final section.  

Example 36. Gabrieli, Hodie Christus Natus Est, chorus 1 and 2, mm. 26-32. 

	
 

																																																								
86 Egon Kenton, Life and Works of Giovanni Gabrieli ([n.p.]: American Institute of Musicology, 1967), 276, 
319. 
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Table 2. List of meter changes in Gabrieli’s Hodie Christus Natus Est.  

Measures Meter 

1-10 Duple 

11-13 Triple 

14-27 Duple 

28-35 Triple  

36-end Duple 

 

 

In Pueri Hebraeorum (ex. 37), Thompson follows a similar style to Gabrieli by 

switching between duple and triple meter. The first change from duple to triple meter occurs 

at m. 10.  In this section, Thompson focuses on the text “portantes ramos olivarum,” which 

translates to “bearing olive branches”; this refers to the Hebrew children going out to meet 

the Lord with their olive branches.   As shown in Table 3, Pueri Hebraeorum switches three 

times from duple to triple, with the final section returning to duple.   
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Example 37. Thompson, Pueri Hebraeorum, mm. 5-14. 
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Table 3. List of meter changes in Thompson’s Pueri Hebraeorum. 

Measures Meter 

1-9 Duple 

10-16 Triple 

17-30 Duple 

31-50 Triple 

51-53 Duple 

54-93 Triple 

94-end Duple 

 

 

In Baroque polychoral performance practice, the switch from duple to triple meter 

was indicated by a proportional sign, and such a change often resulted in some type of tempo 

change.87  With regard to Thompson’s polychoral works, there is evidence to substantiate a 

similar change of tempo in transitioning from duple to triple meter. The application of tempo 

changes is supported by Thompson’s application of certain expression markings (e.g., 

“[festevole]” and “[movendo]”), as well as the similar duple to triple meter structure between 

Thompson’s polychoral pieces, such as Pueri Hebraeorum, and those of Baroque polychoral 

composers.  With the use of a consistent tactus and proper application of proportional 

rhythmic relationships, the conductor can provide an easy transition in and out of triple meter 

sections of Thompson’s music, reflecting polychoral performance styles of the Baroque.  

These practices will be investigated in the conclusion of this essay.   

  

																																																								
87 Steven E. Plank, Choral Performance: A Guide to Historical Performance (Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow 
Press, Inc., 2004), 73-74. 
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Conclusion 

 Randall Thompson made significant contributions to the composition and 

performance of choral music in the twentieth century, and his legacy continues to inspire 

musicians and listeners today. In the development of his choral style, Thompson was 

influenced by compositions and techniques from earlier musical periods, specifically that of 

the Renaissance and Baroque.   

As shown in this essay, Thompson’s study of early music styles helped form and 

develop his choral compositional style. Thompson developed an interest and admiration for 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century composers at the start of his career and continued to study 

and perform their works throughout his lifetime. While other mid-twentieth-century 

composers were striking out in more radical or avant-garde directions, Thompson held true to 

his conservative style and looked to the past for inspiration.  Consequently, Thompson 

formed a compositional style that was innately singable, one that resonated strongly 

throughout America in the mid to late twentieth century.88 

With the completion of a comparative analysis of Thompson’s style to that of the 

Renaissance and Baroque, it is now necessary to address the question of what we can do with 

this information. It is my belief that this research could influence the interpretation and 

performance of Thompson’s choral compositions.  Specifically, by approaching Thompson’s 

works with Renaissance and Baroque performance practices in mind, the twenty-first century 

conductor might be able to better interpret those influences in his music, and make the 

connection to those influences more apparent in alternative performance styles.  

																																																								
88 Forbes, “Americana,” 80. 
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In the interpretation of Thompson’s polychoral works, for instance, the conductor 

could consider utilizing performing styles found in similar works from the Renaissance and 

Baroque.  As previously mentioned, and as will be outlined in further detail below, there is 

evidence to support the use of proportional rhythmic relationships in the performance of 

Thompson’s polychoral music, specifically those works that switch back and forth between 

duple and triple meters.  During the Renaissance and Baroque, composers used proportional 

rhythmic relationships in their music in order to achieve different tempi between duple and 

triple meters.89  The use of a proportional sign would allow the performer to achieve a faster 

or slower pace by reorganizing the division of pulses under an already-established steady 

pulse known as the tactus.90  In determining the speed of the tactus, composers and 

performers compared it to the rate of a resting heartbeat91 (50-70 beats per minute).  In 

performance, the leader would show the tactus with a simple down-up motion.92  Duple 

meters were conducted with equal down-up motions, whereas in triple meters, the down 

motion would be twice as long.93  During the late Renaissance and early Baroque, the tactus 

was generally assigned to the semibreve (whole note), although other note durations could 

also be used, such as the breve or even the minim.94  Herbert Kennedy Andrews describes 

this procedure in detail:  

The whole proportional system depended upon the principle of a fixed unit of 
time known as the Tactus, which may be described as a basic pulse-rate.  The 
only method of varying the speed of a note, apart from the perfect [i.e., triple] 

																																																								
89 Plank, 74.  
90 Alejandro Planchart, “On Singing and the Vocal Ensemble II,” in A Performer’s Guide to Renaissance Music, 
ed. Jeffery Kite-Powell (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007), 37 
91 Plank, 70. 
92 Ruth I. DeFord, “Tempo Relationships Between Duple and Triple Time in the Sixteenth Century,” Early 
Music History 14 (1995): 3. 
93 DeFord, 3, 6. 
94 DeFord, 3. 
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and imperfect [i.e., duple] mensurations…was by applying arithmetically 
exact proportional diminutions or augmentations in certain ratios.95 

 

The use of mensural notation and proportions can be seen in Victoria’s O magnum mysterium 

(ex. 38).  As discussed, the tactus would be assigned to the semibreve (see Table 4 and ex. 

38).  For this piece, a tactus of about 50 bpm allows each of the choral parts to move in a 

flowing and unhurried style. It also better reflects the solemn and mysterious character of the 

text.  

 

Table 4. Notational system of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.   

Note  Musical Notation 

longa 
 

breve 
 

semibreve 
 

minim 
 

semiminim 
 

 

 

  

																																																								
95 Andrews, 31.  



	

	 73	

Example 38. Victoria, O magnum mysterium, tenor in part book format.96 

a. Broken circle at the beginning of the piece indicating duple (imperfect) meter. 

 

b. Complete circle at the beginning of the Alleluia section indicating triple (perfect) meter, 
followed by an indicator (3/2) of the proportion to be used. 

 

      

 

At the beginning of the Alleluia section, the proportional sign indicates a proportional tempo 

change, specifically a sesquialtera (3:2 ratio) proportion.  This proportion indicates that three 

semibreves (in the triple meter section) would equal the space of two semibreves in the first 

section (duple), resulting in a faster tempo. Throughout the late Renaissance and early 

Baroque, the most widely used proportional relationships were tripla (3:1 ratio) and 

sesquialtera (3:2 ratio), and often, they were used interchangeably.97  

Drawing from these historical performance practices, the conductor could employ 

proportional rhythmic relationships in Thompson’s works that integrate triple meter passages 

																																																								
96 Tomás Luis de Victoria, Motecta Que Partim, Quaternis, Partim, Quinis, Alia, Senis, Alia, Octonis Vocibus 
Concinuntur: Tenor. (Venice: Filios Antonii Gardani, 1572), 5.  A scanned copy of this part book, from which 
these images are taken, is available at http://www.uma.es/victoria/1572/1572.html. 
97 Howard Mayer Brown and Stanley Sadie, Performance Practice: Music Before 1600 (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 1990), 140.  
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similar to those from the Renaissance and early Baroque.  Although Thompson does not use 

any specific notation to indicate a proportional relationship, he does give expression 

markings that suggest an increase of tempo; these examples will be discussed below.  As 

previously discussed, Pueri Hebraeorum (ex. 39) is highly influenced by Gabrieli and Schütz, 

composers known for utilizing proportional signs in their music.98  In Pueri Hebraeorum, the 

opening section is set in 4/4 time, which could be conducted in two with the tactus assigned 

to the half note.  Admittedly, in twentieth-century compositions, a 4/4 meter would indicate 

that the conductor should conduct in four; however, the use of a half note tactus in two may 

be better aligned with Renaissance and Baroque performance styles.  Since the text of Pueri 

Hebraeorum is celebratory and rousing, a tactus of 66 bpm works well.  At m. 10, Thompson 

changes meter to 3/4 time.  It might be tempting to keep the quarter note pulse the same from 

the previous section; however, this approach would be contrary to Renaissance and Baroque 

performance styles, in that it would not result in a change of tempo.  More importantly, it 

would not accord very well with the festevole (merry) expression marking given by 

Thompson (m. 10).  Instead, the conductor might consider using a sesquialtera (3:2) ratio, 

resulting in the division of the established tactus (half note, consisting of two quarter notes) 

into a dotted half note, or as shown in this example, three quarter notes (conducted in one, 

with the tactus remaining the same throughout).  The use of this 3:2 proportion results in a 

natural increase of tempo in this passage as well as the subsequent triple meter sections.  

																																																								
98 Brown and Sadie, 140. 
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Example 39. Thompson, Pueri Hebraeorum, mm. 1-18. 
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Similarly, proportional rhythmic relationships might be used to good effect in “But 

These are They that Forsake the Lord” from The Peaceable Kingdom (ex. 40).  Beginning in 

m. 15, the conductor could conduct the slow 4/2 passage in two with the tactus assigned to 
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the whole note99 in an effort to better reflect Renaissance and Baroque performance styles.  It 

may be tempting to keep the same underlying half note pulse leading into the 3/2 meter at m. 

20; however, this approach would result in the same tempo and not reflect the poco movendo 

expression marking given by Thompson.  Instead, the application of a 3:2 proportional 

rhythmic relationship would divide the established tactus (whole note) into three half notes in 

the triple meter (conducted in one) and produce an increase of tempo.  This style reflects the 

earlier mentioned expression marking poco movendo, which means “to move a little.”  This 

3:2 proportional rhythmic relationship would also match the exuberant sentiment of the text: 

“the mountains and the hills shall break forth before you into singing.”  

 

Example 40. Thompson, The Peaceable Kingdom, “For Ye Shall Go Out with Joy,” chorus 1, 
mm. 15-27.  

 

																																																								
99 Admittedly, Thompson does not indicate that this piece should be conducted in two; however, as previously 
discussed, the strong influence of early music on Thompson’s writing allows the conductor to consider 
employing a similar performance style to that of the Renaissance and Baroque. 
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Another historical practice that could impact the performance of Thompson’s music 

is the application of colla parte instrumental doubling in fugues.  Baroque composers often 

had instruments double voices in fugues and other contrapuntal pieces.100 This practice of 

colla parte doubling originated in the Italian churches of the Renaissance, but by the 

seventeenth century it was prevalent in both Italian and German churches.101  Bach, for 

instance, made considerable use of colla parte instrumentation in the Kyrie and Dona nobis 

pacem movements of his Mass in B Minor.102  Likewise, Handel employs instrumental 

doubling in the choral fugue “And with His Stripes” from Messiah (ex. 41).  In this 

movement, each of the choral parts is reinforced by a combination of strings, winds, and 

continuo instruments, as outlined in Table 5.  

																																																								
100 Timothy J. McGee, Medieval and Renaissance Music: A Performer’s Guide (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1985), 134-5. 
101 Gary Towne, “Choral Music in Italy and the Germanic Lands,” in A Performer’s Guide to Seventeenth-
Century Music, ed. Stewart Carter (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2012), 59.  
102 George B. Stauffer, The Mass in B Minor: The Great Catholic Mass (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2003), 62. 
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Example 41. Handel, Messiah, “And with His Stripes,” violin 1/oboes, violin 2, viola, 
soprano, alto, tenor, bass, continuo, mm. 1-19.  
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Table 5. Use of colla parte instrumentation in Handel’s “And with His Stripes.” 

Voice Part Doubling Instruments 
Soprano Violin I, Oboe I/II, Continuo 

Alto Violin II, Continuo 
Tenor Viola, Continuo 
Bass Cello, Bass, Bassoon, Continuo 

 

Since Thompson’s choral fugues strongly reflect the style and structure of Baroque 

fugal counterpoint, doubling instruments could be used in a similar fashion.  It is interesting 

to note that in reissued editions of his choral fugues, Thompson indicated that instruments 

could double voices.  For example, the first editions of his fugues O Let the Nations Be Glad 

and Blessed Be the Lord were written for unaccompanied choir as part of his Requiem. When 

these pieces were reissued as separate octavos, Thompson added footnotes indicating that 

strings could double the voices.103  

With Thompson’s footnotes as a starting point, the modern-day conductor might 

explore a variety of colla parte instrumental doubling options.  In a similar style to Handel, 

Thompson’s fugue O Let the Nations Be Glad could employ instrumental doubling of the 

voices (ex. 42).  Referencing “And With His Stripes” from Handel’s Messiah, I hypothesized 

what O Let the Nations Be Glad would look like if the voices were doubled in a similar 

manner.  As represented in Table 6, violins and oboes could double the soprano and alto parts 

while the violas double the tenor.  Lastly, the choral bass part could be strengthened by the 

equivalent of a continuo group, i.e., cello, bass, bassoon, and organ/harpsichord.  

  

																																																								
103 Randall Thompson, O Let the Nations Be Glad (King of Prussia, PA: Thorpe Music Publishing, 1993).  In 
the octavo version of this piece, the footnote reads as follows: “The composer has indicated that the voices may 
be doubled by strings.” 
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Example 42. Thompson, “O Let the Nations Be Glad,” mm. 1-14, with one possible option 
for instrumental doubling. 
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Table 6. Use of colla parte instrumental doubling in Thompson’s O Let the Nations Be Glad. 
 

Voice Part Doubling Instruments 
Soprano Violin II, Oboe II 

Alto Violin I, Oboe I 
Tenor Viola 
Bass Cello, Bass, Bassoon, 

Organ/Harpsichord 
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The application of colla parte instrumental doubling in Thompson’s fugues reinforces 

the voices and reflects the influence and performance practice of Baroque contrapuntal styles.  

As seen above, conductors could employ instruments in O Let the Nations Be Glad, in 

addition to other fugal movements such as those in the Requiem, A Psalm of Thanksgiving, 

and similar sacred works.  

Lastly, conductors might also consider ensemble size in the performance of 

Thompson’s music.  In comparison with many choral ensembles today, Renaissance church 

choirs were much smaller.104  Church choir membership in northern Italy went from a small 

number of singers to an ensemble of about twenty participants by the late sixteenth 

century.105  In Rome, the Sistine Chapel had a slightly larger choral ensemble of thirty 

singers.106  Because several of Thompson’s works possess a similar compositional style to 

that of the Renaissance, conductors might find these works—including Felices ter, Alleluia, 

Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep, and Mass of the Holy Spirit—are well suited to the use of a 

smaller choral ensemble.  

Interestingly enough, the Renaissance practice of using small performing ensembles 

seems to contrast with how Thompson’s works are often performed.  This is mainly due to 

the fact that the majority of Thompson’s commissions were from relatively large school, 

church, and community choirs.  For instance, the director of the Berkshire Music Center, 

Serge Koussevitzky, commissioned Thompson to write a piece for the dedication of the 

																																																								
104 Jon Banks, “Performance in the Renaissance: An Overview,” in The Cambridge History of Musical 
Performance, ed. Colin Lawson and Robin Stowell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 300. 
105 Plank, 35. 
106 Graham Dixon, “The Performance of Palestrina: Some Questions, but Fewer Answers,” Early Music 22, no. 
4 (Nov. 1994): 669. 
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Berkshire Music Center at Tanglewood. This event marked the premiere of his popular 

anthem, Alleluia, presented by a large chorus of approximately 250 singers.107   

While Thompson made it a point to create innately singable choral music that could 

be performed by ensembles of varying sizes and abilities, the smaller ensemble size used in 

the Renaissance might benefit the performance of certain Thompson works by allowing the 

listener to better hear the Renaissance techniques he employed.  For instance, in both Felices 

ter and Alleluia (ex. 43), the intricate and interwoven polyphonic lines could be better served 

by the clarity of fewer voices.  Additionally, the use of fewer singers adds to the choir’s 

ability to achieve a lighter and more focused vocal tone.   

 

Example 43. Thompson, Felices ter and Alleluia. 

a. Felices ter, mm. 1-7. 

 
 

 
 
																																																								
107 Carl B. Schmidt, The Story of Randall Thompson’s Alleluia Revisited (Boston: ECS Publishing Company, 
2010), 7-8. 
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b. Alleluia, SATB mixed chorus, mm. 20-22. 

 

 

In further support of employing fewer singers, choral conductor and professor Charles 

Hausmann recounts a discussion with Randall Thompson concerning the possibility of 

performing The Peaceable Kingdom with sixteen voices.  Thompson responded with a 

resounding affirmative, “I don’t see why not!”108 

These three areas mentioned above represent only a small sample of how this 

comparative research might impact performance.  Further examination and study could 

illuminate additional historically informed approaches to the interpretation and performance 

of Thompson’s music, such as in the areas of vocal tone and colla parte instrumental 

doubling in polychoral works.  

* * * * 

As evidenced throughout this essay, Thompson was greatly influenced by the musical 

styles and techniques of the Renaissance and Baroque periods.  His choral writing reflects the 

influence of sixteenth-century imitative counterpoint, Baroque fugal styles, and polychoral 

writing.  By looking through the lens of early-music aesthetics, we can redefine Thompson’s 
																																																								
108 Charles Hausmann, interview by author, Houston, TX, October 26, 2013.  Hausmann interviewed Thompson 
by phone from Kansas City, MO in the fall of 1980. 
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choral style, possibly giving us a heightened awareness for the purpose of a more informed 

interpretation. It is my hope that conductors might use the findings outlined above to develop 

a deeper appreciation of Thompson’s significant contributions to the field of choral music 

and to perform his music in a manner that recognizes his connection to the music of the 

Renaissance and Baroque.  
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