CONCERTS IN THE WEST
The Artisans – A Medieval Experience

Thursday 15 – Saturday 17 May 2014 in Shute, Bridport, Ilminster and Exeter


Think medieval, think joyous entertainment! Even when these four young musicians, who have enough energy for many times their number, chose canticles from the great 13th -century collection, Cantigas de Santa Maria, the singing and playing was so commanding, so positive, and so life-affirming. 
Emily and Hazell Askew brought an array of instruments, from tenor recorder to bagpipes, the vielle (an early violin) to medieval harp. Leading the singing was Victoria Couper, her natural, clear voice having just the right edge to project, and the musicality to shape the phrases perfectly. Sarah Stuart was in charge of the percussion – including bells, bendir, and jungles attached to her ankles. Again, her already considerable experience allowed her contribution to be instinctive.
We were led, delightfully, though music of four countries, Italy, Spain, France and England. The delight came from the informal introductions – the story of a ferret escaping from a carriage and crushed below it, but saved by the Virgin Mary who descended from the gates of heaven to return it to its owner; or two exalted people recognising that they were made for each other. We heard examples of the estampie, which exists in the form of songs and dances, as well as the influence of the troubadours and trouveres in France. Particularly effective was the later medieval two-part motet from England, Jesu Christes milde moder, beautiful in its simple, but for the time modern, harmonies.

The Artisans showed their complete confidence, their ability to make fun of themselves, and to medievalise any song, by bringing the evening to a close with what they described a song from one of Henry VIII’s 20th-century collections – ‘I’m Hen-ery the Eighth I am!’ So ended what, in my memory, was the most festive evening of music.
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